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ABSTRACT 
More than forty years have passed since diplomatic ties were cut between the United 
States and Cuba. In that time, Cubans have survived a series of economic crises and 
Americans have survived a series of farm crises. Recent advances in reestablishing a 
Cuban/American trade relationship are offset by increasing limitations on U.S. travel to 
Cuba. It is time to change the nature of this dysfunctional relationship by building bridges of 
understanding. Permitting and promoting face-to-face educational exchanges can do this. In 
efforts to establish educational exchanges between sustainable agriculture enthusiasts in Iowa 
and Cuba, I spent an academic semester in Havana. In the process of laying the necessary 
groundwork I met two extraordinary farmers from two distinct backgrounds. One is from 
Iowa, one is from Cuba. They came face to face during the Iowa State University 
delegation's visit to Cuba in May of 2000. Their encounter provoked me to look further into 
their lives to better understand the spirit they each imbue in their work. That spirit is what I 
was drawn to when I first set foot on Cuban soil. That spirit is what I felt when reading 
Paolo Freire's and Jose Marti's calls for educational and agrarian reforms. That spirit is what 
both farmers Gary and Miguel call the 'spirit of a farmer.' Herein lie their stories, the history 
of their countries, and visions for a future that promote educational exchanges and 
sustainable agriculture. These farmers' stories and their countries are inextricably linked. 
The sustainability of their farms and their futures depend on one another. Their spirits can 
bring them both together. 
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CHAPTERl 
FINDING THE KEY 
"We are called to speak for the victims of our nation and 
for those it calls enemy, for no document from human 
hands can make these humans any less our brothers and 
sisters." Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. 
It was pouring rain at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China the 
summer of 1995. Hilary Clinton was supposed to speak outside in a large stadium in order to 
accommodate the 30,000 women in attendance, but the rain forced her inside to a room with 
1,000 capacity. I was not one of the 1,000 that squeezed inside to hear Hilary and instead 
stood with the tens of thousands of women in the rain, waiting for something to happen. 
I stood with my friend Stephanie behind a wall of several nervous Chinese guards. They 
were wearing dark green uniforms that were muted under plastic coverings< Across the wall 
of guards and on the other side of the street from me there were several women holding up 
signs protesting U.S. imperialism and the embargo against Cuba. 
At this point in 11?-Y life I had never paid much attention to Cuba. I'm not sure I could 
even point it out on a map. The words imperialism and embargo alluded to something I had 
never conceived of. I had yet to understand the power of those two words. 
We all stood in the rain for over an hour before several black cars with tinted 
windows splashed through the puddles in the street before us. The ·guards held hands to keep 
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the crowds from rushing to the cars. Women's shouts and voices grew stronger. Hilary was 
in one of those cars! · 
The Cuban women across the street started waving their signs and chanting "U.S. 
SHAME ON YOU," over and over, each time with more intensity. One woman holding a 
comer of the banner shouted, "No to Helms-Burton!" Although I didn't understand what she 
was referring to, that woman left me an image, evoked a sentiment, and tossed me a key to a 
door I never knew was there, and had yet to encounter. 
The cars passed through the gates and the excitement moved inside a building that 
was already too full. I had my friend snap a photograph of me squeezing between two guards 
while I smiled proudly back at the camera. The Cuban women and their signs were but 
shadows in the background. 
I forgot all about that day until approximately one year later, in May of 1996, when I 
was on a university trip to Cuba. "Cuba at a Crossroads" was the theme of our tour. We 
were there to witness Cuba's efforts to endure an economic crisis and transition of epic 
proportion. 
The Soviet Union had been Cuba's only substantial trading partner since the U.S. 
imposed a trade blockade after the revolution of 1959. With the collapse of the Soviet Bloc 
between1989 and 1991, Cuba's supply of most ofits food, petroleum, medicines, and other 
essential supplies was greatly diminished. Cuba responded with radical transformations of 
the economic and agricultural systems. Our group of 20 American College students was in 
Cuba to witness those transformations first hand. We visited hospitals, churches, economic 
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institutions, neighborhood meetings, organic urban gardens, and the Federation of Cuban 
Women (FMC). 
Cuban women established the FMC in 1961. The organization played a significant 
part in the early revolutionary reforms beginning with Cuba's famous literacy campaign of 
1961. The FMC helped women gain power in the workplace and in government, and shaped 
the progressive family code of 1975, which held men responsible for their share of household 
chores. Vilma Espin Castro, who is married to Fidel's brother Raul is the director of the 
Federation. 
When I passed through the doors of the FMC I was struck by the larger than life 
photo of Fidel Castro looming over a large conference table. They may befeministas here, 
but they are alsofidelistas. Rita Pereira, a representative of the federation with dark, curly 
. hair welcomed us and our questions about Cuba's bearded leader. 
Someone in the group asked what Rita thought would happen to Cuba when Castro 
dies. She smiled at the post-Castro question like she had answered it several times before. 
"You Americans always assume that Castro is Cuba. He is not. I see the day that Castro dies 
as a day when our country loses a revolutionary hero. We have lost many such heroes: Jose 
Marti, Che Guevarra, Camilo Cienfuegos. Their teachings continue beyond their lives, just 
as our commander Fidel's will. Cuba will continue to be a socialist Cuba following the 
teachings of all our revolutionary heroes, dead and alive and yet to come. What I cannot say 
is what your government will do on this day that our Fidel dies. They have waged war 
against our entire country simply to see this day. They passed the Helms-Burton act into law 
to try and make that day come sooner." 
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She was referring to the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity Act, comrrionly 
called Helins-Burton for its author~, Senator Jesse Helihs:and Representative Dan Burton. 
The act expands the U.S. economic embargo against Cuba through measures aimed at 
penalizing thir4 countries, firms and individuals trading with Cuba with the intent of forcing 
democratic political reform in Cuba. 
Helms-Burton requires the U.S. President to submit a determination to Congress that 
a "transition government" is in power in Cuba prior to the removal or relaxing of the act. 
What constitutes a "transition government" includes a specification that such a gove~ent 
may not include Fidel Castro or his brother, Raul Castro, in an active or inactive role or 
position. 
Fidel, Raul, and Vilma are not going to step down in the near future. And even if 
they do, their role or position in Cuba will be difficult to erase. I was reflecting on this as· I 
left the conference room with Fidel watching over me. When I thanked our host, Rita for her 
hospitality I noticed a pendant hanging from a chain around her neck. It was a golden dove 
with the symbol for a woman in the center of it. It was the symbol for the Fourth World 
Conference on Women I attended in Beijing the previous August. I asked Rita if she was 
there and she explained how her purpose for attending was to raise awareness about the U.S. 
blockade, and to prevent the Helms-Burton act from passing to law. Then I realized Rita was 
that woman standing in the rain the day I tried to catch a glimpse of Hilary Clinton. I never 
did see Hilary that day, but I did catch a key to a door waiting before me. 
Since that fateful day in China I have turned to Cuba as an oracle. Each time I turn to 
Cuba it's as ifI'm unlocking another door. I am constantly"revived, inspired, challenged, and 
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nurtured by the collective spirit I believe to be the key to Cuba's survival. I eventually 
focused my graduate education on the sustainable agriculture movement in Cuba and 
attempted to share with others the enthusiasm and inspiration I gained from educational 
exchanges with my Cuban comrades. 
I became interested in philosophies on educational and agrarian reform and studied 
the writings of Cuba's revolutionary and literary hero, Jose Marti, and Brazil's revolutionary 
teacher, philosopher, and activist, Paolo Freire. Both men emphasized the need to reform our 
educational systems to be more practically and critically oriented. Marti said that basic 
education must become scientific-so that a child is taught to manage those elements of the 
earth which are to nourish him when he is a man (Marti 1998). Freire urged people to 
approach education as a dialogue between two learners who occupy somewhat different 
places rather than assume a power and knowledge differential between student and teacher. 
They each espoused a call for practical, active approaches to education. Their legacies have 
lived on in the fertile soils of two feuding nations. 
In spite of a tenuous political relationship between Cuba and the United States, I was 
able to spend an academic semester in Havana in efforts to establish educational exchanges 
between sustainable agriculture enthusiasts in Iowa and Cuba. In the process of laying the 
necessary groundwork I met two extraordinary farmers from two distinct backgrounds. One 
is from Iowa and one is from Cuba. They both incorporate education and dialogue with their· 
community and their land in their daily work. They came face to face during the Iowa State 
University delegation's visit to Cuba in May of 2000 and found a common bond in their 
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shared spirit of farming. Their encounter provoked me to look further into their lives to 
better understand the spirit they each emanate in their Wtlrk. 
That spirit is the key that Rita and her comrades handed me. That spirit is what Jose 
Marti and Paol9 Freire celebrated in their calls to action. That spirit is what both farmers 
Gary and Miguel call the 'spirit of a farmer'. Herein lie their stories, the history of their 
countries, and visions for a future that promote educational exchanges and sustainable 
agriculture. These farmers' stories and their countries are inextricably linked. The survival 
of one could one day depend on the other. Their spirits can bring them both together, so that 
together we can unlock another door. 
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CHAPTER2 
CUBA 
"Men must be kept in the knowledge of the land and in the 
durability and the transcendence of life" Jose Marti 
"Ancl so I have always been more interested in 
understanding the process in and by which things came 
about than in the product itself" Paolo Freire 
Cuba, like the moon, is always new again. She wanes and she waxes and her cycles 
are continuous creations. She's even crescent shaped-and it has been said that crescent 
moons are the most favorable for harvests. Indigenous agricultural traditions pay reverence 
to the moon and her cycles. Many Cuban campesinos continue to plant in accordance with 
the cycles of the moon: They say that new and crescent moons are the most optimum for 
harvesting, pruning, transplanting, and sowing seeds. So the crescent shaped island of Cuba 
is calling for us to cease this phase and direct attention to her land and the people that have 
fought to look after it. 
Agriculture has always played an integral part of Cuban society and remains a focal 
point for Cuba's unique identity. The people native to the island of Cuba called the Taino 
Arawak were a collective agriculturist society. They produced crops of potatoes, sweet 
cassava, peanuts, peppers and beans. When the Spanish arrived, the Indians were unable to 
adjust themselves to the excessive labor the Spainards demanded of them. Fernando Ortiz 
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writes, "To subject the Indian to the mines, to their monotonous, insane and severe labor, 
without tribal sense, without religious ritual. .. was like taking away from him the meaning of 
his life .. .It was to enslave not only his muscles but also his collective spirit," (Saco 193 8, 
quoted in Williams 1944 p. 21 ). 
Enslaved and exterminated as they became, their spirit and rebellious nature laid the 
fabric for an evolving Cuban society. Spaniards were initially interested in mining the island 
for gold. They enslaved the Indians for this purpose. An Arawak chief called Hatuey tried to 
organize a resistance to Spanish takeover. Hatuey was caught by Diego Velazquez, a man 
soon to be the richest Spaniard in the Americas. Hatuey refused to convert to Christianity as 
a gateway to salvation when he learned his executioners too hoped to get to heaven 
(Williams 1944). Hatuey's resistance is remembered even today as one of Cuba's best beers 
bears his name. 
Velazquez served as governor of Cuba until his death in 1524. He and his fellow : 
Spaniards rejected many of the Indian's agricultural practices in search of precious metals, 
The Indians had few domestic animals, and.Spanish imports of horses, dogs, pigs, cattle, 
chickens, sheep and goats multiplied at a breathtaking pac,e- -perhaps faster than even the 
Indians and forests were exterminated. Velazquez wrote to his king in 1514, "The hogs that 
we carried with us have multiplied to thirty thousand ... and this island is so bountiful that it 
could provide sufficient food for Tierra Finne" (Knight 1990). 
Velazquez lived a bountiful life indeed, but Cuba as a colony remained stagnant 
throughout the sixteenth century. Pirates, hurricanes, diseases, and discoveries on other 
shores postponed Cuba's importance as a colony until the mid- l 700s. Although Cuba was 
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slow to convert into a plantation colony, the change signaled a land steeped in bitter 
sweetness for centuries to come. 
Sugar became synonymous with slavery. The volume of sugar production increa~ed 
in direct proportion to the increasing slave population until the beginning of the technological 
revolution in Cuba in the 1840s. From 1775 to 1825 the plantation economy expanded and 
the tobacco of the small farm was displaced by the sugar of the large plantation (Williams 
1944). The ascendance of the sugar industry was the signal for a colossal dispossession of 
the small farmer. For sugar was and is essentially a capitalist undertaking, involving not ~mly 
agricultural ventures but the crude stages of refining as well. There could only be two 
classes in such a society, wealthy planters and oppressed slaves (Williams 1944). 
Cash crops of coffee and tobacco took second place to sugar plantations, which 
demanded a prodigial supply oflabor and land. Once their Indian labor source was depleted, 
the Spanish then turned to Africa for slaves, and after the abolition of slavery in 1886 they 
turned to importing indentured servants from China and the Yucatan. 
Subsistence farming was only practiced by the few white settlers that weren't 
. displaced by the increase of the black servant population marked by the sugar revolution. 
The abolition of slavery in 1886 and the technological revolution slowly transformed the 
sugar industry into a modem complex based on steam, railroads and extensive sugar 
plantations. These technological innovations destroyed the old formula for sugar production, 
expelled or absorbed small landholders, eliminated subsistence farming, and converted the 
island's extensive hardwood forests of pines, mahogany, and cedar into unbroken fields of 
sugarcane (Knight 1990). 
The precarious relationship between the United States and Cuba since the nineteenth 
century has played an important role in the dynamics of Cuba's agricultural transformations. 
· Private property and U.S. interests have repeatedly been the source of conflict between the 
two countries. The Spanish were the first to enjoy the riches of Cuba, but the Spanish 
Empire could only enjoy its reign until the sea washed the neighboring competition ashore. 
After Spain's relationship and influence over Cuba diminished with Cuba's Ten-Year 
War (1868-1878), the U.S. seized the opportunity to intervene. U.S. investors bought up a 
significant portion of property holdings in Cuba during the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century. 
Under the guise of protecting U.S. interests, the U.S. battleship .Maine was placed on 
alert at the harbor mouth of Havana in January of 1898. Political tensions between the U.S. 
and Spain were great when on the 15th ofFebruary·the Maine exploded, killing 260 members 
of the crew. Spain claimed the explosion was the result of an accident from within the ship's 
ammunition store. The U.S. said the explosion was caused by a Spanish mine. The Cubans 
suggested the U.S. was responsible and pointed out that the captain of the Maine and several 
of his most important officers were safely ashore when the ship blew up. There has been a 
great deal of controversy and resec1.rch into this question, but the truth lies unsalvageable at 
the bottom of the sea. At the beginning of this century the Maine was removed from the 
, 
harbor mouth and sunk in deep waters to remove navigational hazards. 
In the chaotic climate after the explosion U.S. President William McKinley offered 
Spain $300 million for the acquisition of Cuba, a bid he presumed would resolve the problem 
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peacefully. He should have learned from his predecessors that Cuba was not for sale. 
Presidents Jefferson, Polk, and Pierce all made formal offers to purchase Cuba from Spain. 
Jefferson and Southern expansionists considered Cuba the key to strengthening the slave 
economy. A one-crop system like cotton or sugar exhausts the soil and the slaves, sending_ 
landowners on a never-ending quest for virgin land and labor (Foner 1963). Jefferson once 
wrote of Virginia, "We can buy an acre of new land cheaper than we can manure an old 
one"(Hammond 1897, quoted in Williams 1944 p. 18). His statement reflected the relative 
expense of labor versus land. 
With the explosion of the Maine, the U.S. finally had sufficient justification fQr 
forceful action. "On behalf of endangered American interests," the United States declared 
war against Spain on April 15, 1898 (Bethell 1993). The U.S. won the war and gained 
control over Puerto Rico and the Philippines. Although Cuba proved not to be so easily 
bought and sold, the U.S. did obtain economic and quasi--political control over much of the 
island. 
The next half-century marked continued exploitation of the Cuban land and the 
Cuban masses. As the United States moved in and bought up many of the plantations 
Spaniards once owned, economic disparities grew between social classes in Cuba and social 
tensions escalated. When the revolution of 1959 hit the island like a hurricane, many middle 
and lower class Cubans were ready for a change. 
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Although Cuba's two previous wars for independence from Spain did not secure 
Cuban independence, they did foster a national Cuban identity. The seed of Cuba's first war 
of independence was sown in the fertile soil of a small sugar plantation owned by Carlos. 
Manuel de Cespedes. Impoverished, ashamed of colonial repression, and profoundly 
affected by great world events including the American Civil War; Cespedes freed his slaves 
in anticipation of the emancipation of slavery soon to follow. ·He then founded a small army 
on his plantation and issued a declaration that echoed the American Declaration of 
Independence. 
Spain resisted with armed force and the rebels lost. After this defeat, two of Cuba's 
leading revolutionary heroes, Maximo Gomez and Antonio Maceo, went into exile to 
organize from abroad. They continued their revolutionary plans and eventually united with 
Jose Marti to form the Cuban Revolutionary Party. The memory of these revolutionary 
heroes, of significant rebel victories, and of Spanish brutality fueled a Cuban patriotism that 
has only grown more potent with the passing of time. 
Jose Marti (1853-1895) became Cuba's national hero for his relentless advocacy for 
Cuban independence, his literary genius, his founding of the Cuban Revolutionary party, and 
his leadership in Cuba's Second War for independence. Marti explicitly rejected annexation 
to the United States, criticized the island's elite, and repudiated racial divisions (Scott 1985). 
Marti joined with Gomez and Maceo to unite Cubans by rejecting both slavery and racism 
and to promote egalitarianism. Their concept of "Cuba Libre" appealed to Afro-Cubans 
through both nationalism and an ideology of universal manhood suffrage and racial equality 
(Perez 1983, quoted in Scott 1985 p. 163). Marti was killed in a skirmish shortly after 
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launching the second war. In one of the last letters he wrote before his death he warned his 
people to be wary of U.S. imperialism. 
It is my duty-inasmuch as I realize it and have the spirit to fulfill it-
to prevent, by the independence of Cuba, the United States from 
spreading over the West Indies and falling, with that added weight, 
upon other lands of our America. All I have done up to now, and shall 
do hereafter, is to that end .... I have lived inside the monster and know 
its insides--and my weapon is only the slingshot of David. (Marti, 
1895, 63) 
Marti's worst fears became a reality after the Spanish American War. For the first 
half of the twentieth Century, U.S. intervention in Cuban affairs left a legacy of corruption 
and dependency embedded in the Cuban government. The active participation of the Cuban 
elite underpinned U.S. involvement and assisted in turning the Cuban economy almost 
entirely over to U.S. hands. U.S. sugar giants bought control over Cuba's sugar industry and 
purchased Cuba's sugar at preferential prices. By the 1930's Cuba was the largest sugar -
producer in the world (Benjamin, Collins, and Scott 1984). 
Cuba's sugar industry boomed and a few special interests grew quite wealthy. The 
masses, however, did not benefit from the U.S. takeover. Small farmers could not.compete 
with the large-scale sugarcane production of the U.S. sugar giants and were cut out of the 
market. By 1930, almost half of Cuba's small farmers had lost their land (Garcia 1996, 
quoted in Murphy 1999 p. 5). 
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Subsistence farming was replaced with sharecropping. Migrant labor was once again 
needed to satisfy increasing labor demands and decreash:1g wages. · The Great Depression 
struck, and Cuban President Machado suppressed the resulting social unrest with terror. 
The Cuban workers united to overthrow Machado in 1933 during a spontaneous 
general strike-but like their second war for independence, the vulnerable aftermath of war 
created the conditions for opportunists to take control. Though he took no part in the 
overthrow of Machado, an army sergeant named Fulgencio Batista seized the presidency of· 
Cuba. Batista first won U.S. support by siding with U.S. Allies during World War IL 
Washington largely supported Batista's politics, which continued to push most of Cuba's 
wealth and resources into the hands of a few U.S. special interests. By 1959, 75 percent of 
arable land in Cuba belonged to U.S. citizens and corporations (Franklin 1997). 
Five U.S. sugar companies owned or controlled over two million hectares in Cuba, a 
nation with only 6.8 million hectares of agricultural land (Valdes 1990). The profits made in 
these times did not trickle down to the masses. Although a select Cuban elite became 
extraordinarily prosperous, poverty, illiteracy, malnutrition, and unemployment were realities 
for the majority of Cubans during Batista's reign. Significant distinctions within the Cuban 
labor force and between urban and rural residents grew to the point that even the Cuban 
urban middle class--initially supporters of Batista--felt themselves in crisis by the mid-
1950's (Bethell 1995). 
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During Batista's reign a revolutionary circle formed in Havana. Fidel Castro was 
involved, and he eventually relocated revolutionary acti:·ities to rebel headquarters in the 
mountains of the Sierra Maestra. Charismatic revolutionary leaders like Castro, Che 
Guevara, and Camilo Cienfuegos had strong convictions about Cuba and human dignity and 
justice. They appealed to many struggling working class Cubans who participated in the 
popular mobilization that characterized the revolution. The majority of Cubans supported 
efforts to overthrow Batista. Just who and what type of government should replace him was 
a separate issue. On December 31, 1958 Batista fled to the Dominican Republic with 
U.S.$40 million in government funds. Thousands of Cubans also left the island at the onset 
of the revolution. A group of these exiles were the elite: property owners whose rents were 
cut or whose land the Agrarian Reform Laws had appropriated. Castro's socialist rhetoric 
and blatant anti-Americanism as well as the indefinite delay in holding free elections 
genuinely disappointed another significant group of opponents (Knight 1990). Many of the 
exiles settled in Miami and organized the first anti-Castro community .. This exodus of 
thousands· of professionals, managers, and technicians created increasing economic hardship 
for the country. But the Cubans who remained were ready to play an active role in their 
emancipation. 
The dawn of January 1, 1959 was also the birth of a free Cuba. Electricity rates and . 
rents were cut immediately. Racially discriminatory laws were officially abolished. 
Agrarian reforms turned landless peasants into landowners overnight (Diaz, Jimenez, and 
Mufioz 1995). All estates over 400 hectares were nationalized, directly affecting U.S. 
corporations and companies such as United Fruit. The expropriated land was redistributed to 
squatters, sharecroppers, and landless farmers (Murphy 1999). Within the first year of the 
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triumph of the revolution Cubans celebrated an independent nation, a more diverse economy, 
and a social system honoring equality. 
For Cubans who did not honor such a system, there was little room to speak. 
Executions were not unheard of, and the absence of freedom of political expression remains a 
hotly contested issue today. The exodus to exile that began with Cuba's elite at the onset of 
the revolution continues today for Cubans in search of political and economic freedoms the 
revolution has denied them. Families have been divided across waters for over forty years. 
Many of these exiled Cubans--fiercely proud of their nationality-have not set foot on their 
native soil for nearly half of a century. In that half-century Cuba has undergone remarkable 
transformations. The United States has played an integral role in those transformations due 
to the powerful influence the Cuban exile community has on the U.S. government. 
At the onset of the revolution the United States refused to purchase from Cuba the 
remaining 700,000 tons of that year's sugar quota, and canceled future sugar contracts 
(Franklin 1992). The Soviet Union stepped in and bought all of Cuba's sugar harvest at a 
higher price. This trade relationship between the Soviet Union and Cuba would last for the 
next thirty years, eventually comprising almost all of Cuba's .trade relations. 
Once the relationship between the U.S. and Cuba wavered, the Soviet Union became 
Cuba's new source for bread and butter. The Soviet Bloc heavily influenced Cuba's 
agricultural sector, which consisted primarily of sugar. The Soviets bought Cuban sugar at 
favorable prices and rescued Cuba from economic collapse on more than one occasion as the 
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U.S. imposed partial trade embargoes---each time more.severe. The intention to strangle 
Castro until he would break continuously backfired and instead sent Cuba into the arms of 
the United States' greatest enemy of the times. 
The Bay of Pigs Invasion and the Cuban Missile Crisis further antagonized an already 
diseased relationship between the United States and Cuba and pushed Cuba even further into 
Soviet domain. The Cuban economy continually floundered due to an overemphasis on 
sugar production. Despite the aims of the revolution to diversify agriculture, dependence on 
sugar as a source for foreign exchange persisted. In the early 1970s Cuba was admitted to 
the Soviet-led Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) and received further debt 
relief and favorable prices for Cuban exports. Cuba relied heavily on imports to meet food 
needs for the population. 
Aware of Cuba's continued dependence, the government promoted decentralization 
and integration of agricultural institutions and production plans (Murphy 1999). A National 
Food Program was initiated in the late 1980s that aimed to replace plots of sugarcane with 
vegetables around the city of Havana. The goal was to increase local self-reliance in food 
production. 
As the inefficiencies of Cuba's Soviet-style economy became increasingly obvious, a 
process known as the rectification of errors was initiated in 1986. Attempting to reduce 
bureaucracy and allow more decision-making at local levels, the Cuban government began to 
promote self-reliance on a larger scale. The Soviet Bloc collapsed in the middle of this 
rectification process beginning in 1989. 
Cuba's favorable trade status with the CMEA, upon which Cuba depended for 85 
percent of its trade, disintegrated (Lage 1993). Cuba faced an extreme economic crisis which 
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has been named the 'Special Period'.· To help the island survive the oncoming shortages, 
measures normally limited to wartime were taken. Blackouts of city lights became a common 
occurrence, bicycles replaced buses and cars, and animals replaced tractors. Food was 
rationed extensively and the overall caloric intake of the individual Cuban citizen 
plummeted. Pesticide imports dropped by more than 60 percent, fertilizers by 77 percent, 
and the availability of petroleum dropped by ahalf(Rosset and Benjamin 1994). Suddenly, . 
an agricultural system almost as modem and industrialized as that of California was faced 
with a dual challenge: the need to essentialiy double food production while more than 
· halving inputs and at the same time maintaining export crop production so as not to further 
erode the country's desperate foreign exchange position (Rosset and Benjamin 1994). 
The United States responded to the Cuban crisis by passing the Torricelli Bill in 
1992. This bill tightened the existing economic blockade against Cuba by banning all 
foreign subsidiaries of U.S. companies from trading with Cuba. Seventy percent of this trade 
was in food and medicines (Murray 1993). All sea vessels that had sailed to Cuba were also 
banned from docking at U.S. for six nionths. The former Soviet republics were also banned 
from trading with Cuba as a condition for receiving U.S. aid. 
In some aspects, Cuba was uniquely prepared to face these challenges. Although 
. '· 
Cuba comprises only two percent of the 1=,atin American population, it was home to 11 
percent of its scientists and has a well-developed research infrastructure (Rosset and 
Benjamin 1994). Prior to the collapse of the Soviet Bloc,-some Cuban researchers had 
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already been working in alternative agriculture. Their promising research results were 
available for immediate and widespread implementation (Rosset and Benjamin 1994). 
Although they were once voices in the wilderness, these alternative agriculturists provided a 
foundation for the system that emerged at the onset of the Special Period. 
Cuba also began integrating itself into the global capitalist markets in an effort to find 
new trade partners and foreign investment. Joint ventures established in tourism, 
telecommunications, and manufacturing boosted the ailing economy. The new tourism 
sector proved a promising tool to help fuel Cuba's economic recovery. Income generated in 
the new joint ventures helped finance social programs like education, health care, and 
housing and since 1993 the Cuban economy has shown signs ofrecovery :· 
Cuba's response to the collapse of the Soviet Bloc in the early 1990s was to mobilize 
a response to its heavy reliance on Soviet agricultural products. Food production was the 
most vital challenge the island faced. The government continued with its efforts to 
decentralize food production by reconfiguring transportation and consumption patterns 
(Murphy 1999). Planning authorities within the Cuban Ministry of Agriculture officially 
declared that all new agricultural development be based on an "Alternative· Model," 
incorporating the Low Input Sustainable Agriculture paradigm ( LISA) on a large scale. 
Oxen replaced tractors; pesticides and chemical fertilizers were replaced with crop rotation,. 
organic pest controls, and organic fertilizers. With these actions Cuba embarked upon the 
largest conversion from conventional agriculture to organic and semi-organic farming in 
history (Rosset and Benjamin 1994). 
A prominent feature of this period was the mobilization of state institutions including 
the military. The overarching goal was to include all aspects of Cuba's society directly in 
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food production. In a short period of focused and innovative agricultural activity, Cuba's 
localized self-sufficiency was increased and some sectors like the military began to produce 
beyond their own food needs. Youth about to embark upon their mandatory military services 
were presented with the option of serving their one-year military service with the youth work 
troops (EJT) on farms across the country. Additionally, a new agrarian reform provided 
further incentives to focus time and attention to Cuban food security. 
In 1993 the Cuban government broke up the majority of the large state farms into 
smaller worker-owned collectives called "Basic Units of Cooperative Production" (UBPCs). 
This represented a crucial step towards the design and implementation of a self-management, 
self-sufficient, and self-financing system. While the state maintains o-wnership of the land, 
those living and working on the land are part owners-in usufruct. 
One year after the creation of the UBPCs, producers and consumers called for better 
markets and access to produce which resulted in the establishment of over 100 farmers 
markets around the island. Producers are now allowed to sell their produce directly to 
consumers, thereby eliminating the need for state intervention in the distribution of locally 
. grown produce. These markets are not restricted by any state-imposed price controls; rather 
prices are set by supply and demand. Growers may only sell at farmers markets the produce 
that remains after they fuJfill their state contracts, however. The state imposes upon each 
producer a quota that varies with the capacity each producer has to contribute to the national 
ration system. Produce obtained by such state contracts supplies hospitals and daycare 
centers as well as other state institutions (Rosset and Benjamin 1994). Prices growers earn at 
farmers markets are substantially higher than through state contracts, thus stimulating 
increases in production. 
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In a socialist society where most state employees earn on average $15 per month, 
market sales provide good incomes. Agricultural products are subject to a ten percent sales 
tax, except in Cuba's largest population centers. Havana and Santiago de Cuba have the 
most urgent food needs and the sales tax is kept at five percent to give growers further 
incentives to sell where the country's food needs are the greatest (Henriquez 1994 ). 
Urban gardens have also played an important role in Cuba's efforts to meet its own 
food needs. To promote and develop Cuba's urban garden movement, the Ministry of 
Agriculture created the world's first coordinated urban agriculture program that integrated: 1) 
access to land, 2) extension services, 3) research and development, 4) new supply stores for 
small farmers, and 5) organized points of sale for growers and new marketing schemes, all 
with a focus on urban needs (Murphy 1999). Today Havana's gardens continue to flourish 
underthe stewardship.of this program. During my six-month stay in the city at the start of 
the new millenium, I witnessed the emergence of two new community gardens initiated by 
activists and supported by extension agents. 
Cuba's transformation of its agricultural approach and infrastructure since the 
inception of the Special Period has proven to be an example of ingenuity and 
resourcefulness. The recent agricultural achievements of Cuba's revolution demonstrate that 
race, class, and limited natural resources do not constitute insurmountable handicaps to the 
creation and survival of an independent, just, and equitable society (Knight 1990). The 
handicaps that may prove insurmountable are the high cost of civil liberties the revolution 
exacts, the disapproval of the U.S, government, and the actions of Cuba's exile community. 
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When tightening economic sanctions proved to b.e ineffective, Miami exiles turned to 
Helms and Burton with the ultimate goal of overthrowing Castro and returning their property 
and investments to their control. President Clinton initially contested the act and indicated 
that he would veto Helms-Burton unless it was softened. Many moderate politicians also 
opposed the act. They recognized that overt U.S. interference in the trade and investment 
practices of friendly countries could have serious repercussions on U.S. international trade 
relations. 
The proponents of the Helms-Burton act were having difficulty making any 
significant progress with their extreme.legislation when a tragic event occurred, changing the 
political tides. This event was sparked by a Miami exile group called Brothers to the Rescue 
who were committed to making provocative forays into Cuban domain. Initially Brothers 
rescued Cuban refugees at sea, but the flow of rafters decreased with Cuban emigration 
agreements signed with the U.S. in 1995. Brothers then began crossing Cuban waters and 
violating Cuban airspace in efforts to drop anti-government leaflets on Havana. 
The Cuban authorities issued public and private warnings that such action would face 
serious consequences if they continued to violate Cuban airspace. This culminated on 
February 24, 1996 when Cuban military jets shot down two Brothers planes. Outrage and 
hysteria over the incident quickly assumed a fevered pitch, Brothers claimed total innocence 
and maintained that the planes were over international waters at the time of the shooting. 
The Cuban government insisted that they were exercising their sovereign right to protect 
Cuban airspace and had been provoked despite prior radio warnings. In the wake of this 
unfortunate incident the U.S. Congress quickly passed the Helms-Burton Bill and two weeks 
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later President Clinton, facing an election year, signed the bill to law. This most recent U.S. 
attempt to legislate Cuba has been condenmed internationally since its onset. The United 
Nations General Assembly consistently and overwhelmingly votes in favor of its termination. 
The events precipitating and following the demise of the Brothers to the Rescue 
' 
planes echo the events surrounding the explosion of the Maine, Controversy continues about 
whom was at fault for both disasters. Also, U.S. property interests that were largely ignored 
prior to the disasters were quickly resolved after them in the U.S.'s favor. In the case of the 
Maine, the U.S. was unsuccessful in buying Cuba from Spain until the Maine blew up, giving 
the U.S. reason to use force against Spain in efforts to overtake the island. In the case of 
Helms-Burton, proponents were unsuccessful in passing the act into law until the destruction 
of the Brothers to the Rescue planes provided them an excuse for retaliation. Fortunately for 
the Cuban population, the aftermath of the Helms-Burton was not as severe·as after the close 
of the Spanish American war. This time, the Cuban population was better prepared for the 
crisis and responded by radically transforming the agricultural structure of their society in 
favor of Cuban self-sufficiency and autonomy. 
The revolution of 1959 combined with the agricultural transformations of the Special 
Period have instilled a national pride and a collective spirit for those Cubans who choose to 
remain and continue to struggle to construct a society where equality of opportunity has 
become truly an operational right. The revolution has not created a paradise similar to the 
one Cuba elites once enjoyed. Not all Cubans are well fed, well housed, or well educated. 
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Human rights abuses continue and appalling jail conditions persist for political prisoners. 
But the overwhelming majority ofCubans currently e~joy facilities and opportunities that 
before 1959 remained the preserve of the privileged few. 
Compared to the corrupt, American-backed regimes that preceded it, Cuba's post-
revolutionary government enjoys unprecedented legitimacy, popularity, and (with the notable 
exception of the United States) international respect. Paolo Freire recognized the triumphs of 
the Cuban revolution, but pointed out that the good life is not merely having a job, enough 
food to eat, and decent shelter. Freire said that authoritarians have been able to deliver this 
much for limited periods but he maintained that a humanized society requires cultural 
freedom-the ability of the individual to choose values and rules of conduct that violate 
conventional social norms, and, in political and civil society, requires the full participation of 
all of its inhabitants in every aspect of public life. 
Perhaps cultural freedom is what Elian Gonzalez's _mother died in search of when on 
November 21, 1999 she set forth on a small boat with 13 other Cu.bans from the north shore 
of Cuba for Miami. The boat capsized and Elian's mother died. Elian was one of three 
survivors that made it to U.S. shores. He was placed in the custody of his father's uncle, 
Lazaro Gonzalez. Elian's father, Juan Miguel Gonzalez, and the Cuban government 
immediately requested the return of Elian to Cuba. Elian remained in Miami as right wing 
exile groups got involved in a highly publicized custody battle. Elian was paraded in front of 
cameras during the hysteria and was even interviewed about his traumatic arrival to the 
country on national television. The hysteria that characterized every stage of the custody 
battle for little Elian illustrates just how diseased the relationship between the United States 
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and Cuba is. The Miami exile community exacerbates much of the conflict between the two 
countries, and continues to be one of the strongest lobbying forces for the U.S. government. 
Cuba has enemies close at hand. Those enemies will no doubt continue to mobilize in 
efforts to overthrow what they consider an unjust government. But the combination of · 
solidarity, creativity and perseverance has become a testament to the Cuban people's ability 
to adapt and overcome a variety.of obstacles. They have learned Jose Marti's lessons that the 
only open road to a constant and abundant prosperity is that of knowing, cultivating, and 
benefiting from the inexhaustible and indefatigable elements of Nature (Marti 1998). 
The advances the Cuban people and its government have made during the Special· 
Period provide a living example of the spirit of revolution, which continues to permeate 
. contemporary Cuban society. "Viva la revoluci6n!" is more than a political slogan. Cuba's 
fight for survival and independence is a cultural mindset which continues to shape its social 
and economic outlook. It exemplifies the indomitable nature of the collective Cuban spirit. 
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CHAPTII:R3 
MIGUEL 
"Let me tell you, at the risk of appearing ridiculous, that the 
genuine revolutionary is animated by feelings of love. It is 
impossible to imagine an authentic revolutionary without this 
quality. " Che Guevara 
I recently spent an academic semester in Havana, Cuba. I went there to lay the 
groundwork for establishing an exchange program between Cuban activists and scholars, and 
like-minded folk at my university, Iowa State University. One ofmy main tasks while 
staying in Havana was to help coordinate a tour of Havana's urban gardens and sustainable 
agriculture research institutes for a delegation ofISU farmers and scholars. 
Some of my most memorable. experiences while working in Cuba took place during a. 
series of visits I paid to a farmer who passionately proclaims himself a revolutionary. Miguel 
Candido Cruz shared his knowledge of agriculture with me, and showed me that love and 
respect inspire the spirit of a revolutionary farmer. Miguel is by no means a typical Cuban 
farmer. He farms organically by choice. He did so before the Special Period, and will 
continue these practices even when chemicals are readily availal;>le. He approaches his work · 
on the land_ in the Freirian tradition-through respectful and critical dialogues. There is an 
ongoing dialogue between Miguel and his environment. He constantly experiments with new 
techniques, critiques and reflects on the results, and practices patience and perseverance 
while succumbing to the whims of nature. 
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I was introduced to Miguel through a group of Perma~ulture enthusiasts in Havana. 
Permaculture is a design system for creating sustainable human environments. Miguel's 
finca, or farm was a potential site for permaculture projects and workshops. 
The land is situated in an extraordinarily fertile valley with rich soil. There are good 
ports of water in the area and its people have a long history of growing crops and a tradition 
of taking care of the land. Additionally, there is•a train that borders the valley from the 
south, and mountains that border the region from the east. Two major highways also provide 
transportation to the region. 
In recent years the farm has become surrounded by a free trade zone (zona franca), 
which is full of factories and industrial warehouses. The permaculture group wants to 
integrate and nurture an ecological environment on and around the farm so it can serve as the 
green vein of the area. They would like to help establish a permaculture station on the land. 
The group invited me along on one of their initial visits to Miguel's land. We took a 
series of crowded buses to get to the eastern outskirts of Havana. When we stepped off the 
bus, I looked across the street and there was a farmer sitting in his tractor with a wooden cart 
hooked up behind. At first glance there was nothing remarkable about Miguel's appearance. 
He was tall and thin and of medium build. His clothes were very basic and unadorned. His 
cobalt blue short sleeved shirt was missing all but two buttons and his faded blue jeans were 
tucked under a pair of rubber irrigation boots. Black hair peeked out from beneath a beat-up 
straw hat, which shaded his sun-weathered face. 
We made our introductions and climbed into the back of the cart for the ride to 
Miguel's farm. It was a cramped and uncomfortable ride as we bumped along the road at a 
slow pace. Once we pulled into the farm I was overcome by the scent of manure. Three 
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little chicks were scavenging for scraps outside the fence anq an entire zoo awaited us inside. 
There were puppies from at least two different litters, pigs of all sizes, cats, ducks, cows, 
'• 
birds, and flies all commingling as if iliey were brothers .anct;isters without rancor. Even the 
dogs left the little chicks alone as they wandered into the house with the rest ofus. 
The house was like many Cuban rural homes-barely livable by western standards. 
The basic living quarters had dirty pink cement walls, which were unadorned except for a 
lavishly fran1ed picture of a bloody Jesus. The kitchen table was swarming with flies and the, 
tiny electric fan on the floor did little to cool the place down. Two little kittens were 
meowing on the kitchen table and a large branch hung from the ceiling above. The sudden 
movement of an insect seemingly suspended in thin air drew my attention to the glimmer of 
the intricate design of an elaborate spider web attached between the branch. Upon reflection 
I sawthe poetic practicality of this solution. To address the swarm of flies above the kitchen 
table Miguel's approach was to employ nature's most efficient sustainable flytrap. 
Miguel introduced us to his wife of 17 years, Ana, his 11-year old son Michael, and 
his 17-year old daughter Mercedes. It was immediately evident that Miguel's family was 
just as active and involved in running the farm as Miguel himself. -Mercedes, a beautiful 
young girl with curly black hair tied back in a bun, wore a colorful halter-top and a floral 
patterned wrap-around skirt. I was informed that she was responsible for the plethora of 
ornamental, medicinal, and fruit plants that were scattered around the exterior of the house. 
She and her mother both had readily available and inviting smiles, which turned down at the 
comers of their mouths in a pout that was surprisingly attractive. 
Miguel proudly described both of his children as having green thumbs-or better put, 
"good hands" in Spanish. "Good hands are essential to our line of work," Miguel informed 
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us. He pointed to one of the little chicks chirping beneath the kitchen table. "When caring 
for a young chick, it can die if you don't have the good hands to help it," he explained. 
"Good hands come with time and work. Hard work." Work is what, gives Miguel the pride I 
detected in his deep timber voice. He is a natural orator, which spoke of his roots in an oral 
tradition where father passed on to children the wisdom and philosophy of life. That 
philosophy matches Freire's and Marti's calls for practical, egalitarian education. Good. 
hands come with an education that honors the need for practical applications and critical 
reflections. 
Miguel's philosophy is to work harder every day, not to enrich himself, but to serve 
his children, his elders, his community, and his country. He explained to me that this work 
ethic shapes his spirit as a revolutionary and a farmer. "I am a revolutionary," Miguel stated 
matter-of-factly. "I don't work in order to get rich. That's what it means to be a 
revolutionary and a farmer. I don't ask for anything but water, soil, and sun. We have very 
few resources, as you can see. But with my own resources I can make miracles." 
Miguel paused just long enough to sip some strong sweet coffee Ana had set before 
him. When he continued his deep voice reflected the passion of his commitment. "1 don't 
plant a seed and then sit and wait until the land gives. No, the revolutionary spirit inspires 
the farmer to take responsibility for the future of his land. He who works moves forward." 
He who works in communion with the people and the land is-as Che Guevara said-the 
mark of a genuine revolutionary. Freire admired Guevara's commitment to dialogue and 
asserted that this dialogue provides the balance between theory and application that is 
necessary for agrarian and educational reform. Miguel's revolutionary spirit celebrates the 
balance and practicality that Freire and Guevara upheld. 
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Miguel's face took on a far-away look as he assessed the view out his open front 
door. He seemed to be looking beyond the compost shed, animal pens, and farm implements, 
which were scattered across the yard, "In real life, we gain knowledge through work and 
practice. Theory is useful but the real lessons come from the countryside--from working in 
the countryside. I wish I could travel the world and take my messages from my experiences 
through working. I would share my success with biological products. I would show how to 
do an analysis so you can know what gives you the best quantity and quality. This is my 
work and each day I will continue advancing, working, learning, and sharing." 
Miguel was eager to show us his compost bin next. It was a large makeshift shed 
made out of metal sheeting and chicken wire. Two varieties of corncobs were spread across 
the roof to dry in the sun and bright green climbing vines lined the side of the shed facing the 
house. Many of Miguel's animals-pigeons, rabbits, guinea pigs, parakeets, chickens, doves 
and more-were loudly competing for attention as Miguel scooped out some seeds from a 
large plastic bin and made a strange whooping sound that pulled all free-ranging foul to his 
feet. The caged animals were at shoulder-level in separate compartments designed so that 
their droppings would fall to the ground. 
I winced as Miguel offered his sturdy finger for a pigeon to peck. Miguel then picked 
up a shovel and scooped the fresh manure on top of the one-meter high worm compost heap 
at his side. Miguel explained how he spread a layer of worms beneath the pile, watered it 
every three days, and allowed them to eat their way to the top. He dug his hands at the base 
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of the pile to present the result: a fine, fertile, worm humus that Miguel said was much better 
than manure for the soil. 
Miguel is adamant about using natural fertilizers and insect repellents rather than 
chemicals. "We are against chemical products," he explained. "We consider them poison to 
our environment, our soil, our water, and even ourselves. If you use those chemicals in your 
products then people ingest them and get respiratory problems. I always use organic matter 
and make it myself." He stated with confidence that the local residents of the countryside --
guajiros-_ are afraid of biological control because it's slow to work. "If you throw a chemical 
on a pest it is killed there on the spot," he conceded. "But what the guajiro isn't aware of is 
that it kills more than the pest. For example, the red ant ate a disease that fell upon the 
boniato. But the chemicals thrown on the weed also kills the ant, so the biodiversity can't 
function like it should. I have diseases that go away with the rain. Patience is all it takes." 
Miguel continued to complete several other tasks while he·talked. He was constantly in 
motion. His strong, good hands never stopped moving, and rarely was his train-of-thought 
diverted by his ability to fluidly move between multiple tasks .. 
Rather than spreading chemicals Miguel uses preventative biological controls. He 
treats his soil every 7, 14, and 21 days and complements this technique by planting each bed 
with a border of aromatic plants; cilantro, culantro, chives, garlic, and yellow flowering 
plants all attract beneficial insects as well as bees, which aid in pollination. 
We walked to a field of yellow flowers filled with buzzing bees., The view was breathtaking. 
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Miguel let his chard go to seed to attract_ the·bees along side of the interplanted 
squash, com, and cucumber. In the neighboring plot the chard was also humming with bees 
,! 
and accompanied with green beans, ~ucumber and melon. ·••1\,e harvested these green beans 
.8 times. Just look at the vitality of these plants," Miguel boasted as he plucked. a large 
cucumber, propped up a green bean plant with a dead branch he pulled from a tree, and 
yanked a spiny weed all in the same forward motion. 
He sliced off slivers of cucumber for each of us to eat as he explained, "I learned to 
interplant from my father who learned it from my grandfather. We have a tradition of 
interplanting and rotating crops. There are certain plants tp.at attract bees and others that are 
nitrogen fixers. There are others you plant to ward off pests and act as a curtain so that the 
pests get to the curtain and can't pass through. Next year I'll plant boniato here and then I'll 
plant tomato. That way the soil won't deteriorate,"-he explained with a wave·ofhis hand. 
"Now when I harvest this, I'll fertilize the land with my organic matter and leave it alone a 
month to rejuvenate and then it will be ready to begin again." It seemed difficult if not 
impossible for him to walk ten feet without bending down and digging or pruning or weeding 
or adjusting. His good hands were constantly· in motion, handing us new treasures to taste at 
every tum. 
At first glance it was easy to mistake Miguel as skinny or slight of build, but after 
watching him work for any length of time one can't help noticing the sinewy strength that 
comes from years of using his body in the most physical ways. He has the body of a natural 
athlete that steps lightly with a natural ease and grace. His power was especially 
recognizable after just moments of hearing him speak or watching him use his hands. And 
one needn't wait long for either. In a sense, he is much like an artist. He exhibits 
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extraordinary creativity and passion in his work. His landscape is his canvass and he paints it 
with the tropical colors of papaya and mango, avocado and pineapple. Add a splash of 
malanga by the water, place a bold row of corn beside the patch of squash and a i:nasterpiece 
is created. From a birds-eye-view his farm indeed would look like the ever-evolving canvass 
of a brilliant, if chaotic artist. 
Miguel walked the group around the border of his land to show us the variety _of fruit 
trees he planted there, He was anxious to share more treasures with us as he picked some of 
the small and tart fruit of the tamarind from a young tree for the group to try. "I have many: 
young trees that are already giving fruit. This land is incredibly productive. Here. you plant 
and in two years your tree is producing. Everything grows wild," he exclaimed with pride.· 
"It's obvious that the people grow wild too," Justo, one of the permaculture team 
members laughed. "Haven't you seen his boy? He's huge!" We all laughed atthe good 
humor and sense of fellowship that we felt celebrating the achievement of this organic oasis 
generated by passion and nurtured by the tropical sun, 
The fruit trees surrounding Miguel's land were plentiful indeed. Miguel informed us 
that he planted them for the future when he slows down. "I'm getting old, and when I get too. 
old to work I have to survive off of what the land will give me without much effort. That's 
why I have so many fruit trees, They'll keep giving fruit even when I can't give as much 
work." 
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I salivated at the thought of an endless supply of mango, papaya and guava. I lost 
count of all the trees bulging with fruit. They still had a month or so to go before ripening, 
and Miguel invited me to return in May f~r their harvest. wJ all sat down in the middle of a 
mango grove and began to brainstorm the possibilities of utilizing some abandoned half-built 
warehouses beside Miguel's land for permaculture workshops. Those red ants that Miguel 
said were beneficial to boniatos seemed to be dropping from the trees and into my overalls. 
Their bite left a nasty sting, which the rest·ofthe group seemed immune to. 
The more we spoke, the more excited I became about setting a plan in motion. I had 
informed Miguel about my intentions to initiate an exchange between my university and the 
Center for Sustainable Agriculture at the Agrarian University of Havana. Miguel brought up 
my plans at the meeting and expressed a·willingness to assist-me in any way he could and 
pointed to the potential of working in the permaculture plans with my own. We agreed to 
have the first Iowa State delegation visit his farm while meeting with the director of the 
Agrarian University of Havana in May. 
After reaching agreement on the rough details of the visit, Miguel sent us .home with 
bags of fresh produce, which made the ride home seem much more pleasant as I anticipated 
my fresh, organic dinner that evening. I could hardly wait to taste the mangos in May. 
Once the ISU delegation had arrived, the entire group entered Miguel's front gate and 
assembled next to the compost pile. As soon as we were done making our formal 
introductions to Miguel, he launched into a well-rehearsed introduction of his own. 
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"My name is Miguel Candido Cruz. fam ~3-years old and I was born and raised on 
this farm. We have 13 hectares and 5,000 square meters of intensive gardens. This farm has 
.. '~ 
been in-my family for three generations. We are in ~he valley ofVerroa and it is a valley that 
has a lot of energy. Fruits and vegetables grow like wild here. I grew up helping my papa on 
the farm. Most of what I learned I learned from him. I left the farm to study in our 
revolutionary navy and served as a diver. I've worked 21 years for the state and I've also 
worked 1 l zafras ( sugarcane harvests) by hand. When I came back to work full time on my 
land my wife, Ana helped me. She knows agriculture well. She can vaccinate the bulls and 
oversee the planting. She attends to the pigs, geese, ducks chickens, pigeons, and more. We 
have very good luck with our animals. l_i'or every 12 eggs we get 10 chicks." Ana, a plump 
woman with a bright red scarf tied around her short curly hair, was collecting eggs as Miguel 
spoke. To prove Miguel's point, she came back with a basket of 17 eggs-all from one nest. 
Ana also has the good hands it takes to nurture a garden, livestock, and children. 
Miguel's powerful and practical hands once again were in motion as he began to 
wring a corncob he pulled off the roof to explain his technique for preserving seeds. 
Everyone fixated on his hands like an orchestra watches the maestro's baton or an audience 
of physicians watches the deft movements and incisions of a skilled surgeon. Science and 
practice, theory and application were all evident in the motions of his most prized tool~. 
His were callused hands accustomed to holding tools and making do with his own 
fingers when nothing else was readily available. One could picture those hands covered in 
grease, those knuckles being scraped and bruised as a wrench breaks loose off of a bolt. 
They were hands that would caress a plant or seedling with care and gently prune its top to 
encourage and nurture its growth. His were the hands of a father that frequently gives hugs. 
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They were also the hands of a revolutionary that proudly showed the men his double barrel 
• shotgun. Those good hands were exactly the ingredients necessary for the educational 
reforms Freire and Marti called for. Those good hands demonstrated the patience, humility, 
and tenderness necessary to empower and educate the masses. 
Miguel fingered several brightly colored kernels from their crevices and passed the 
plumpest ones around the crowd. "We take the best, biggest seeds for germination," he 
informed us. "The grains are much better quality in the center of the cob." Each kernel was a 
work of art, bright yellow at the center and deepening to a brilliant orange and red on the 
sides. These were seeds of a sunset after a fire ready to explode with life. 
· "I select seeds from my peppers, squash, green beans, melon and more. I select the 
best seeds, water them a bit and scatter ash fibers in a bowl. I mix the seeds up in the bowl 
so the ash sticks to them and put them in the sun two hours. Once they dry I put them in 
containers and seal it tightly. That's how I preserve them and I have no losses that way," 
Miguel instructed. He addressed us with the air and confidence of a professor who is well 
versed in the latest research and literature in his work 
Miguel's method of preserving seeds sets him at an advantage over farmers that rely 
on the State for their seed supply. Miguel said many of the seeds he buys from the 
government don't germinate well. (In a previous visit he had asked me to translate the 
instructions on packets of seeds that he had acquired from some of his European friends who 
had smuggled them in for him.) 
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Surrounded by colleagues, Miguel spoke of his experiments with knowledge of 
scientific methodology that I hadn't recognized before. He presented his farm as ifhe was a 
laboratory researcher observing the cuiture in a petri dish, noting its yield and rate of 
propagation and measuring its outcomes against a lifetime of empirical research and 
expenence. 
As Miguel led the group to the banana grove at the far end ofthefinca, I began to 
notice other differences in my perception of Miguel from my last visit He was wearing a 
different hat than his campesino straw one. This hat was a red and blue baseball cap bearing 
Lufthansa in black print. He stopped to pose for more pictures with this group,,and acquired 
a scholarly air as he recited an impressive list of all the products on his farm. He recited the 
list like a molecular scientist might recite the elements from the Elemental Chart. 
"I have six cows, two calves, pigs, chickens, bees, birds, oxen, rabbits, guinea pigs, 
ducks, geese. I use their excrement for fertilizer. I have lots of fruits: guayaba, anona, 
mango, guanabana, malanga, jirimoya, banana, plums, lime, grapefruit, passion fruit, 
tamarinds, medicinal plants, ornamental plants, aromatic flowers. I have an infinite variety 
of orchids in these trees .. We have shrimp, crab, crayfish, frogs, and 30-35 species of fish. I 
have sugarcane--two different varieties. From the cane I get guarapo, which is a very 
nutritious sugarcane byproduct that I feed to the pigs. My parents used it to sweeten things." 
Miguel paused as his dark, sparkling eyes scanned the landscape before him. 
Suddenly we all became aware of the peaceful sound of the banana leaves undulating to the 
rhythm of the wind currents passing from the sea. The trees looked alive. Miguel's eyes 
danced as a fresh breeze nearly lifted his Lufthansa cap off his head. 
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"I have 100-something trees in production, five different types ~f banana, six varieties 
of tomatoes, five varieties of hot peppers," he continued his recitation. "Here's my favorite 
pepper right here. Try one everyone. isn't it delicious?" Miguel plucked some small red 
peppers off a plant with eight more lovely peppers ready to eat. I bit off the tip--of one and its 
spicy sweet juices burst in my mouth. "I have four varieties of cucumber, three varieties of 
chard. I had a squash that weighed 55 pounds, and a boniato that weighed 11 pounds. I have· 
papaya, pomegranate, sweet orange, sour orange, mandarin, seven varieties of guayaba, and 
six varieties of mango." 
Miguel was already quickly moving off in front ofthe group to dig up some peanuts. 
It was hard to keep up. By the time the group did catch him he was passing through a small 
crop of sickly looking cauliflower. "This is an experiment," he explained. "Most the seeds 
didn't germinate for carrot, broccoli, beet, or cauliflower. I'm still working on preserving my 
own seeds for these. We have to keep on inventing, you know." 
We followed Miguel through some crisp stalks of dry sugarcane, which crunched 
beneath our feet as he directed us to his fishpond. It was an entirely different ecosystem 
here. The earth was soft and forgiving and acted like a sponge as we walked toward the 
waterway. It was hard to detect the current in the water which the waist-level lush, green 
vegetation grew from. Watercress and.three varieties ofmalanga were intermingled in the 
ribbon of water that hosted Miguel's latest experiment. "I've planted Mariposa-Cuba's 
national flower-and I'd like to becoII_1e a big producer of that," he stat~d. "We'll see how it 
likes this area. I still have experiments to conduct with how to best utilize this area." 
Each area Miguel showed us, each fruit and vegetable carried with it a characteristic 
equivalent to a molecular weight. The combination and joining of all the farm's properties 
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create the characteristic and substance of Miguel's }inc a. In the same way that two parts 
hydrogen and one part oxygen create water, the intercropping_and rotation of the sum total of 
all his crops create the elemental universe of Akana Este. 
Akana Este is the name ofthefinca Miguel and his family lives and works.on. It is 
named for the Akana tree Miguel's great grandparents planted at the entrance of the farm. 
Because the farm is in the eastern part of Havana, the name Akana Este--East Akana--was 
created. According to Miguel the tree long ago dried up and died. He is currently looking 
for another Akana tree to plant at the entrance of the finca once again. 
Much has changed since Miguel's great-grandparents planted that tree. The farm has 
withstood a series of revolutions that have struck the land like hurricanes, and yet the farm 
and the tradition associated with it remain. Miguel has clearly gained a great deal of his 
knowledge about organic production, interplanting, and crop rotations from his forefathers. 
But Miguel, like Freire, rejects the idea of teacher as transmitter of received knowledge. He 
learned a great deal from his teachers. His experiments with layering organic material, crop 
rotation, seed germination and introducing worms to manure have been his own 
achievements that he will pass on to future generations. He recognizes the importance Freire 
emphasized in continually generating new knowledge. Miguel's willingness to innovate and 
diversify displays the creativity, patience, and perseverance necessary to make his farm 
sustainable. 
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"You should always develop as much of a variety of cultivates that you can so that 
you can meet your own needs on the farm," Miguel continued to ·instruct. "My slogan is self-· 
sufficiency. The only things I can't produce for the moment are sugar and salt. However, I 
can use honey from the bees I keep, or use guarapo, which comes from sugar cane. And if I 
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really need salt I can walk two kilometers to the sea,_ collect some water, and boil it down 
until all that's left is salt." 
"I can fulfill my needs for oil from a manual press to extract the oil from the 
sunflower," he elaborated while pointing out a sunflower with a head twice the size of his 
own. A different variety beside it contained 12 flowers on one stalk. "I can preserve and dry 
all of my crops-the leaf, the roots, the fruit, and the seed. If there's no petrol for the tractor 
it doesn't matter because I work with an ox and my own sweat. I plant with the horse and 
oxen. I can harvest the medicines that I need from my fields as well. " 
Miguel works 10-12 hour days, seven days a week, all year round. He can't rest even 
one day because he relies on his cows to supply him, his family, and his community with 
yogurt, butter, and milk each day. Miguel donates a significant portion of his milk to 
pregnant women, the elderly, and people with terminal illnesses. He donates to schools, 
· daycare centers, elderly homes, and others in need. The rest of his harvests are divided 
between his family and his various forms of commercialization. 
"This is not a capitalistfinca," Miguel said when he explained his means for 
commercializing. He, like all farmers, has a contract with the state to sell a portion of his 
produce at a fixed, low rate. Once he meets his quota, he can sell through a variety of 
markets at up to 20% higher rates, but must pay taxes and invent a way to transport his 
produce to the market site. Miguel takes advantage of what markets he can with the 
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resources he has. His wife and daughter run a roadside shop (punta de venta) that has 
become common for many farmers with intensive gardens around the city. 
Miguel sent the ISU group back to their hotel with bags full of ripe mangos. "Just 
wait until the rains come, then the mangos will get really sweet. Es una maravilla." After 
the ISU group left and the rains came I made plans to visit Miguel again. The lure of an even 
sweeter mango was something I had to see for myself 
I hired a 1957 Chevy for $10 to take a carload of friends out to Miguel's for my final 
visit. We spent the day lounging in some hammocks hanging between two mango trees. 
This visit Miguel was more relaxed and intimate. He was wearing yet another hat on this 
occasion-this one a plain blue baseball cap with sweat stains spread to the tip of the bill. 
Miguel also showed me a new side of himself as he indulged all my questions with kind, 
gentle patience. I was happy to learn that his work ethic also allowed him to relax at the 
appropriate times. 
His son, Michael was having fun straddling a young calf and smacking its behind in 
efforts to ride her like a bucking bronco. Later he observed us through long eyelashes as he 
curled up for a rest in the nook of his dad's arm. 
Sitting in a hammock in the mango grove was almost too much for my senses to take 
m. Ripe succulent tropical fruit kept falling from the gently swaying branches reaching up 
towards the pale blue expanse overhead. Like ready-to-eat succulent bombs bursting with 
sweetness they fell with a muffled thud to the soft earth. How often does one experience the 
42 
wonder of food falling from the sky? We feasted on those tropical prizes the entire day. 
Each was seemingly sweeter than the last. I was certain that. after each one I couldn't eat 
another, that I couldn't endure further sensuous pleasure without bursting with sheer joy. 
Time and again my desires would overcome me.· I would watch the mango fall, walk 
over pick it up, and be dazzled by the exquisite intricately woven hues of yellow and orange 
that you find in a rainbow when those two colors melt together. Ana taught me to select the 
ones with a pink blush, which was a badge of its sweetness. 
While my friends and Miguel's family languored in the luxurious shade of his 
towering fruit trees, Miguel indulged my questions and answered with step by step 
instructions how he approaches planting in the deep red-brown soil. "First of all, you never 
harvest, transplant, prune, or plant during the full moon. If you do, the plant is vulnerable to 
little bichos, or insects that will infect the plant and make it sick. Waning and waxing moons 
are the best times for harvests. Yucca can handle a new moon," he answered in a voice that I 
was now beginning to identify as the voice he reserved for his role as educator and mentor. 
"Always use organic matter and biological preventative controls," he continued. "I 
use Vasillia ifl am going to plant directly. We prepare the soil using oxen and mix manure 
and humus directly with the soil. Then you must water it and aerate it again to mix .the 
organic fertilizers with the soil. Then it is important to leave the soil to rest for four or five 
days in order to get rid of the fever, as we guajiros say," he paused as he whittled a stick into 
a toothpick. "After this I use oxen to shape the soil into beds. Only use the best seeds and 
place them in one-inch deep holes. Cover the holes with humus and water the field. Then 
apply Beauveria basiana or Tabaquina in order to prevent diseases. When the seeds sprout 
apply another treatment-at 7, 14, and 21 days. In this way you will prevent any disease or 
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fungus from attacking the plant," again he patised.~this time to allow me to catch up on my 
note taking. "Remember, it is vital to plant the borders in aromatic plants. This will attract 
beneficial insects and support the soil ft~m deterioratio~ due to heavy rains." 
Miguel is a natural teacher. Hv is involved in educational programs and has 
presented his research with intensive gardens and. organic methods at national forums. 
Miguel's fine a is also a classroom for students at the Agrarian University of Havana. His 
. operation is an example for the rest of Cuba to follow. His pedagogy for sustainability is one 
that honors the tradition of his nati_onal hero, Jose Marti, and the pursuit of an interdependent, 
critical education from Paolo Freire. By dedicating his good hands to the practical, critical, 
and continuous quest for knowledge, Miguel makes it possible for Marti's and Freire' s 
legacies to live on. 
Miguel wears the clothes of a peasant, but he wears many different hats. He is a 
philosopher, a scientist, a political activist, a scholar, a teacher, a husband, and a father. 
"I am proud of what I have done· here, what I am doing here, and what I will continue to do 
here. My hopes and dreams are that this revolution continues in spite of the blockade," 
Miguel deliberated. 
"No one can take away our patria, our freedom. We are all free and sovereign. All 
that I ask is to have the freedom to continue forward with my family at my side. I am one 
man with two hands ready to help w~en the time comes. My parents fought for the 
revolution and gave this land for that greater good. Each day I will work to grow more 
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efficient, to study more and keep advancing,;, Miguel stated with a new level of emotion in 
his voice. It was obvious that Miguel chose his profession because his identity is rooted in 
this land. He left the farm to serve the revolutionary navy for several years-but when the 
government wanted to take his land away he returned to farm it-and here he remains. It is 
hard to imagine Miguel apart from this land. He is working and living on it with his family 
by his side as if this defines his masterpiece of life. 
"My greatest honor is to serve my commander and chief, Fidel, through the fruits of 
my labor. My biggest pride is that I have the freedom to do and enjoy my work the way that 
I choose to," he stated with obvious pride. "It is my honor to share my knowledge of 
sustainable and organic farming with those who wish to learn, including your country." He 
again paused for reflection while scanning his tropical fields amidst the palm-studded 
landscape. "I only wish my parents could see today how each day I have a better harvest. I 
succeed despite the many resources that I lack! This is the spirit of my work. This is the 
spirit of the farmer!" 
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CHAPTER4 
IOWA 
"Iowa has definitely come of age. And the homogeneity of 
the state, the stability and conservatism of its society, the 
unbroken tradition of people living in much the same way 
for four generations, gives a solid cultural earth for the 
artists to dig in. " Wallace Stegner in 1983. 
"If men are unable to perceive critically the themes of their 
time, and thus to intervene actively in reality, they are 
carried along in the wake of change. They see that the 
times are changing, but they are submerged in that change 
and so cannot discern its dramatic significance. And a 
society beginning to move from one epoch to another 
requires the development of an especially flexible, critical 
spirit. " Paolo Freire 
I must admit that I had my own prejudices about Iowa before I packed up my bags, 
left the majestic mountains of my home in western Colorado, and started graduate school in 
Ames. I planned to encounter staunchly conservative white folk who drove gas-guzzling 
Lincoln Continentals, ate pork and canned com for their fancier meals, and feared change 
and diversity above all else. For the most part, my prejudices were just that-prejudices. 
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And upon a closer look into the character of the state i found a kind and polite people that 
make Iowa the type of place you feel good about raising your children in. People in Iowa are 
good, honest, and decent. Sure, the majority is republican and it's true that the 
environmentalism I grew up with is not as evident in this state. But I have yet to meet 
anyone that is as conservative as my vision, most the people I know ride their bikes around 
town, and those that don't are farmers that are working together with activists and 
intellectuals in the community to promote sustainability and environmentalism. 
I recently discovered that Grant Wood's famous portrait called American Gothic was 
a depiction of what Iowa was in 1930. If Grant Wood were to remake the portrait of two 
rural Iowans today, my guess is that the farmer and his wife would have even grumpier looks 
on their faces than the original. At first glance the rows of corn and soybeans and the 
farmers tending to the fields throughout the state of Iowa may appear to be carrying on in an 
unbroken tradition of family farming. But appearances can be deceiving. 
Many of the traditional family farms have been broken. Today the title 'family 
farms' can be a large company that contracts out for the production of pork and products--
giving the farmers a narrow profit margin and forcing them into production practices they 
might not follow otherwise. Some of these practices can be dangerous to the environment 
and to consumer health. Iowa has traditionally been blessed with some of the most fertile 
soil in the nation. But today that soil is in jeopardy of being contaminated and mistreated 
faster than it can be replaced-or of being paved over by new housing developments. 
Iowa's topsoil is fertile in part because of the native prairie that once covered most of 
the region. The tall grasses that sheltered the topsoil were prone to prairie fires, which 
accelerated the mineralization of organic matter. Native Indians recognized the important 
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role fire played in the health of the ecosysterr1, a11ti encouraged fires so as to provide grasses 
for grazing animals. Hunting, fishing, subsistence farming, and nomadism characterized the 
way of life for prairie and plains Indians until early settlers arrived. 
Just as Hatuey resisted the Spanish conquestors, so too did Black Hawk, chief of the 
· Sac band that attempted to reclaim their native lands in Illinois. As settlers and treaties 
continued to push the Indians away, Black Hawk declared that "land cannot be sold" 
Defending his homeland with an argument that made no sense to Euro-American ears, Black 
Hawk said, "Nothing can be sold, but such things as can be carried away" (Cronon 1991, 67). 
Black Hawk was wrong. He didn't even get a beer named after him like Hatuey did. Shortly 
after Black Hawk's defeat, the mid-1830s settlement in the Midwest saw the most intense 
land speculation in American History (Cronon 1991)< 
Iowa's flat, fertile prairies ( once estimated to cover 4/5 of the region) were settled 
swiftly and easily in the 1830s (Schwieder 1996). Settlers plowed the prairies up to prepare 
the land for crops. Few areas of the tall grasses survived the transformation. Fires that 
· maintained those prairies and kept them free of trees, which might otherwise have dominated 
the terrain, were suppressed. The soil was continually replenished with nutrients by the fires, 
but the benefits of fire did not outweigh the costs to early settlers. 
Although fire made the land fertile and easy to till due to the absence of trees, fires 
meant that fence posts would have to be .replaced, crops would be lost, homes· and barns and 
sheds would have to be rebuilt. In a region where wood was scarce, and cash came from the 
crops, fire was not an option. 
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I've always enjoyed sunsets after a forest fire. The fire inspires the most brilliant reds 
and oranges to streak across the skies: But ·r had no idea h~; big the sky was until I watched 
an equally beautiful sunset in the flat plains of Iowa. There is a subtle beauty to the rolling 
hills-tiny as they may be-sprinkled in quaint farmhouses that look just like Grant Wood 
pictures at sunset. Although I'm still partial to skies after fires, I can appreciate the simple 
charm Iowa's scenery offers in exchange for fire suppression. 
Successful fire suppression did eventually permit trees to reappear on pieces of land 
that were not under cultivation. However, the regrowth of hardwoods necessary for building 
and the farmers' appetite for fuel required a source from afar. Settlers located their farms 
near waterways to have easy access to lumber trade from the north, and to send their own 
harvests downstream. Settling the western prairies meant cutting the northern forests, and a 
reciprocal relationship began between farmers and loggers. 
Settlers relied on the river as highways for trade. And when absolutely necessary, 
they made the trip to the booming city of Chicago. City life was not-appealing to most 
Iowans, and they preferred to remain in their rural state at home, in church, at school, or in 
the field. The society that developed in the state was founded in the blending between . 
religious and educational institutions. Protestants and Catholics erected religious colleges and 
by 1900 more than 100 religious colleges were established in the state (Schwieder 1996). 
Children were provided with formal learning and proper moral guidance simultaneously. 
Many generations oflowa youth were educated with McGuffey's Readers--editions advising 
students to love god, their parents, and their country. 
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Henry Wallace also counseled students ab9ut proper moral. behavior in his advice 
columns for Iowa's rural children. Wallace, known as Uncle Henry, was a former 
Presbyterian clergyman from Pennsylvania who took to farming when he settled in Iowa in 
the 1870s. Uncle Henry, together with his son Henry C. Wallace established a farm 
publication called Wallaces' Farmer. In his publication, Uncle-Henry proclaimed that the 
farm was the cradle of democracy and decency while _the city ~as a place of sin, corruption 
and sloth (Schwieder 1996). 
By the 1840s Iowa distinguished itself not only as a conservative state, but as a state 
inclined toward social reform. Prior to the Civil War Iowans were involved in anti-slavery 
and prohibition political activity. Most Iowans supported the Union cause and responded to 
Lincoln's call for troops. After the war social reform resumed with more fervor as Iowans 
favored abolition, passed prohibition laws, and embraced Republicanism. 
Most Iowans were members of farm families, and farm families organized their lives 
around the seasons and whims of the crops. Bad weather, winterkill, blight, rust and various 
insect attacks made for bad wheat harvests in the late 1840s and early 1850s (Cronon 1991). 
Crops were diversified to avoid these risks, and strict rotation was practiced to replenish the 
soil. 
Family farms were a place of hard physical labor for everyone involv~d. While the 
family head toiled sunrise to sunset during the growing season, wives often kept poultry 
· flocks, did some of the milking, and tended the garden. Children were also responsible for 
various farm and household chores. As late as the 1960s many farm families wanted large 
families because of their labor value (Fink 1986). 
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My dad grew up on a farm in Kansas and when we complained about trivial things he 
used to annoy us with stories of how he had to walk to school uphill both ways after rising 
early to milk the cow. I never believed his stories of hardships until I came to Iowa and 
heard just how difficult life on the farm could be. Of course, technological innovations today 
must make some tasks easier. But nothing com.es for free, and I suppose 'progress' brings 
complications that one might not foresee. 
After the war, some of the farmers' hardships were diminished with the introduction 
of the railroads. Some hardships were more pronounced. Railroads served as the prompt for 
swift industrial development. Once year-round transportation was established in 1870, the 
railroads did the job of smoothing out natural cycles of time and seasons as well as joining 
the east and the west. The isolation that constrained farmers' trade and production 
disappeared in the face of what Karl Marx called "the annihilation of space by time/' the 
tendency of capitalism's technologies and markets to drive "beyond every spatial barrier." 
(Marx 1973, 574). 
The rails signified a new geography where farmers could sell their products much 
more readily than before. It also left them anxious about their growing dependency on 
Chicago markets, as they had little choice but to sell there if they wished to participate in the 
economy that revolved around it (Cronon 1991). 
The railroads expressed such a powerful force upon nature that they came to be seen 
as nature. Not only did the railroads mark a change in the industrial makeup of the state, but 
in the racial, social and economic structure as well. Coal mining, meat-packing plants, and 
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farm implement industry entered the state. 1'he coal industry in particular pulled southern 
blacks, Italians, Croatians, Hungarians, Austrians, Poles, and Russians to the state at the tum 
of the nineteenth century. 
Interest rates were high in the final thirty years of the 1800s and Iowa farmers 
experienced economic hardship despite their fertile soil. Transportation was costly while 
produce prices were low. Some blamed the railroads saying they had too much power. And 
although some Iowa farmers unionized and turned to more radical measures of dealing with 
economic hardship, the majority oflowa farmers maintained the middle ground so 
characteristic of the Iowan identity. 
Paolo Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed introduced his 'banking concept'--where 
students are conventionally treated as empty vessels with no original or worthy knowledge. 
The teacher is the possessor of knowledge and his or her duty is to fill the empty student 
vessels with such knowledge until a test forces them to regurgitate the information without 
any critical or creative reflection. At the risk of appearing overly simplistic, I propose that 
capitalist agriculture treats farmers in much the same way. 
The Great Depression, for example, devastated farming and provoked the 
encroachment of government and other large organizations into agriculture. Government 
programs cut production and raised incomes. Then agribusiness dictated the way crops were 
grown and livestock was raised. Farmers that once chose cash crops to make a profit were 
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losing their autonomy. Choices were fewer and farther between for the farmer that went 
down the capitalist-cash crop path. 
In the 1940s and 1950s farm famiiies were growing dependent on electricity, 
hydraulics, tractors, antibiotics, hybrid com, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and more 
sophisticated and larger machinery. Slowly farm families became more dependent on 
outside inputs to make a living. Productivity increased, as did the size of farms with this new 
revolution in agriculture. Diversification was out, specialization was in. Farmers needed 
more land to keep up and began renting land, borrowing money, and increasing debt. 
The Extension Service and agricultural press formerly responsible for the diffusion of 
farming techniques were overshadowed by agribusiness. Seed, feed, and machinery dealers 
were welcomed into every household. 
Profit has been the priority for Twentieth Century modern agriculture. By the l 970s 
a few large corporations bought out companies that supplied fertilizers, herbicides, and seed. 
· These corporations already controlled grain trade. Thus by the middle of the 1970s large 
agribusiness and chemical and pharmaceutical companies accounted for as many inputs in 
the production of farm commodities as farmers themselves (Friedberger 1989). 
Farmers were now servants to a system of agriculture based on expansion through the 
use of large amounts of credit, undue attention to monoculture, and the substitution of 
machinery for labor (Schwieder 1996). The technological and financial segment of food 
production-lenders, the grain trade, chemical companies, machinery manufacturers, 
government, and educators-so dominated the industry by the late seventies that there was 
little in the way of opposition to offer alternatives (Strange 1985). 
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Family farms were formalized into family corporations. Estate planning became 
. . 
I 
more important as land prices rose and created a: need to shelter heirs from estate tax burdens 
(Salamon and Markan 1984). By 1985, with land values plunging markedly, legislative 
efforts to incorporate heavy exemptions for estate taxes payable over many years made little 
difference. 
In the 1920s half of all inputs on the farm were made up by the labor of the family 
itself, with machinery providing almost 12 percent and chemicals 2 percent. By 1980 
machinery made up 1/3 of all inputs; meanwhile labor had fallen to only 14 percent of the 
total and chemicals had increased to 11 percent (Raup 1985). 
Farmers relied on lenders to purchase machinery, buy feed and seed, and held little 
autonomy in marketing decisions (Friedberger 1989). Agribusiness funders continue to be 
' very ·active in education and research at ISU, Iowa's land-grant institution, which also 
administers the Cooperative Extension Service. 
One of the initial purposes ofISU as a land-grant university was to train young 
people--particularly from farming backgrounds--to assume positions in agricultural 
extension, finance, and agribusiness. Often times, the farm children that received this 
'training and set off in an agribusiness or ag-extension position had different loyalties and 
values than the farmers they were supposed to serve. Wendell Berry says these kinds of jobs 
were a means to escape farming, not to serve farmers (Berry l 987). This phenomenon 
persists today. 
With many agricultural education graduates assuming positions in private banks, the 
Farm Credit System and the Farmers' Home Administration, "no industry is more inbred 
than agriculture and agribusiness, and the old-farm-boy land-grant network reaches deeply 
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into all comers of agri-finance and agribusiness" (Friedberger 1989, 387). The timing 
couldn't be worse. Struggling farms need strong financial and marketing skills from within, 
and much of the farm's homegrown talen~ sat on the other side of the desk from the farmer 
pushing loans, larger machinery, and the illusion of wealth across to those who still grew the 
crops and raised the livestock (Friedberger 1989). 
The Cooperative Extension Service used to serve as the agents of change for rural 
Iowa. But with the modernizing agricultural trends, commercial firms replaced the county 
agent going to the farmer's home. Commercial enterprises now held their own 
demonstrations, attracting farmers and their families with free meals and handouts of 
clothing, feed and seed (Friedberger 1989). By the mid 1970s less than 30 percent of all 
Iowa farm households used the Extension Service on a regular basis (Hoiberg and Huffman 
1978). The Extension Service followed suit and supported agribusiness trends. Farmers 
began to question the Extension Service's objectivity in appraising changes in agriculture. In 
an Iowa Poll, 34 percent of farmers interviewed thought the Extension Service was dedicated 
to serving agribusiness and only 28 percent believed it looked_after the interests of the family 
farmer (Friedberger 1989). 
Evidence abounds of how not only government programs, but the American public is 
increasingly unaware of desensitized to the intricacies and realities of food production. I 
visited La Von Griff eon's farm in central Iowa and was astonished to hear her horror stories 
from recent tours that she hosted. La Von often gives farm tours for school children and has 
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heard children say that milk cartons grow in the ground, and that pigs hatch from eggs. 
These examples of ignorance stern from a system that treats agriculture as any other 
American business. 
While major agribusiness might not hold the monopoly that Microsoft does, some 
similarities are evident. Nowhere is the gap in financial and marketing expertise between the 
individual farmer-businessman and those who process his product more pronounced than in 
the huge multinational grain companies, the "merchants of grain," who came into their own 
in the 70s with the explosion in grain exports (Marion 1986). Cargill is the largest of them 
all boasting $32 billion in revenues in 1986-a peak year of the farm crisis. Cargill 
originated in Iowa, but its founders quickly saw the importance of the Minnesota Twin Cities 
for the milling business and moved there before the turn of the century. It was privately held, 
and has been largely self-financed, and puts great stock in long-term strategic planning 
(Burbach and Flynn 1980). 
· After the 1970s Cargill turned itself into the classic multinational conglomerate; . 
revenues of $2.1 billion in 1971 grew to $29 billion ten years later (Freidberger 1989). The 
company diversified into 50 different bulk commodities. It became first in grain exports, egg 
production, and soybean crushing; second in beef packing; third in com and wheat milling; a 
top cotton and coffee trader; and important in feed, seed, fertilizer, steel, wool, zinc, and corn 
syrup, as well as financial services (Friedberger 1989). 
In 1987 word leaked out that Cargill and other large grain companies were helping to 
orchestrate a defeat of legislation that would put controls on production and therefore raise 
commodity prices for farmers. With its extensive lobbying apparatus in Washington, Cargill 
became a major player in the formation of the 1985 farm bill. Calling their efforts "a sham 
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and a scandal", the president of the National Farmers Union declared, "These companies 
recognize that their profit is substantial ancf that it results· from their handling of farm 
products. They are involved in a deliberate effort to force prices down. · This is pure 
exploitation." (quoted in Des Moines Sunday Register, April 6, 1986). 
Twenty years ago when a farmer warited to sell his com he had ten different buyers 
and ten different grain elevators to choose from. -Theoretically, a free-market capitalist 
economy encourages competition in the market However, in 1999 Cargill merged with 
Continental Grain in a mega-merger that makes competition for prices minimal. The result 
of mergers like these is that today farmers have one or two buyers to choose from. These · 
buyers can loosely fix prices and keep them low so farmers continue to have little option but 
· go along with it. 
A similar predicament has taken place in the meatpacking industry. Meat cutting is a 
hard job and has a history of union.and strike activities. Iowa Beef and Pork (IBP) has 13 
plants in the nation; the four in Iowa are all non-union. The company was able to take . 
advantage of the need for jobs in a state where off-farm employmen~ is at a premium in small 
-towns (Friedberger 1989). The unions claimed IBP is exploiting workers while making 
millions and pointed to the starting wages at $5.25 per hour for justification. IBP has 
managed to perpetuate the "speedup" in the cutting line that Upton Sinclair's -The Jungle· 
graphically exposed at the beginning of this century. IBP also has high turnover rates from 
workers enduring conditions leading to some knife wounds, ammonia bums and other 
lllJurieS. 
Meatpacking meant a sh~ft in the ideology of eating meat. As th~ meat people 
became accustomed to eating was attractively cut, carefully wrapped and cunningly 
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displayed, it became easier to forget that theh' meal was once alive. "In the packers' world it 
was easy not to remember that eating was a moral act inextricably bound to killing. Such 
was the second nature that a corporate'ordet had imposed on· the American landscape. 
Forgetfulness was among the least noticed and most important of its by-products," (Cronon 
1991, 256). 
Farmers have not been innocent victims in these transformations. They prioritized 
profits just as government policies prompted the transformation in agriculture toward a 
business orientation. They bought into the banking concept Freire hoped to reform. Tax 
policy in particular was instrumental in encouraging farmers to continue enlarging the farm 
·and to substitute capital for labor, in order to reach income tax brackets that would be of 
maximum advantage to the fan;n family (USDA). 
Though the risks were great, many Iowa farmers went fwther down the path of 
modernization and expansion. Although at first glance the picture may look the same, those 
farmers that remain bear little resemblance to the fam1 family of Grant Wood's day. They 
· need to heed Freire's advice and exercise a critical and :flexible spirit in the face of 
transformation. Because no matter how a farm family is defined, it is clear that there is room 
for fewer each day. 
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CHAPTERS· 
GARY 
.. "Soul and spirit are elusive terms. The remarkable fact 
about them is that they persistently reappear at each great 
creative epoch of the world's life. They are then used with 
a.frequency which shows how men and women regard 
whatever these words stand for to them as an ultimate 
reality in each human being. " Basil A. Y eaxlee. 
Gary Guthrie is a community man. He is a peace activist. He is Iowan. And he has· 
the spirit of a farmer. He broke my stereotypes about all of the above, and he did it with the 
humility and grace of Mother Teresa. Before I met Gary I had had negative experiences with 
religious people trying to persuade me that their way was the gateway for salvation. I, like 
Hatuey, felt that such ethno and egocentric folk weren't the type of people I wanted to spend 
the afterlife with. But Gary is a religious man. He did not enforce his beliefs onto me.. In 
fact, these pages will reveal little of Gary's religious beliefs-because we didn't talk about 
them. 
Although I don't pretend to know much about organized religion, I respect it and I do 
consider myself to be a spiritual person. I see a big difference between religion and spirit, 
although they are often times confused. I see the difference between religion and spirituality 
as this: to me, religion provides purpose and meaning, guidelines, norms, values, and 
inspiration through a formal structure of practices and beliefs. Spirituality on the other hand, 
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does not require adherence to an established doctrine and formal religious practice. It simply 
requires a sense of connection with ~hat invisible quality )vhich emanates from within all life 
and connects me to the same something that other believers may call divine, and non-
believers may call hope. Gary Gu~ie calls this 'the spirit of a farmer'. 
I'm not attempting to enforce or even explain my own beliefs in these pages to come. 
But I am trying to evoke something I hope most of us can relate to. Call it community spirit. 
Call it collective spirit. Call it connection or interconnection. Include your religion or reject 
what you want. Just come to these pages with an open mind and heart and spirit if you wilL 
Do as Gary Guthrie does. Break stereotypes and build bridges. Open your eyes to the spirit 
of a farmer. 
Gary is doing what Marti proposed when he called for 'wandering teachers' to 
· combine work and study. Teachers, activists, students, and farmers should "sow and 
cultivate the seeds of their ideas. They could awaken the appetite for knowledge. And this 
would be a sweet intrusion, carried out in agreement with what is a common concern of the 
-human soul." (Marti 1999, 49). Gary's appetite for knowledge and his concern for the 
human soul pushed him right back to his home after he spent several years as a peace worker 
in El Salvador. 
Gary now farms two and a half acres on his parent's land in central Iowa. He's proud 
of being a farmer and a peace activist and a husband and a father and a son and a brother. He 
calls himself a Mennonite-Catholic and works from a Christian ethic. Gary is at an 
extraordinary time in his life. He is raising a teenage son, enjoying a healthy marriage, and 
embarking upon a third year of his Community Supported Agriculture farming project. Gary 
took part· in the Iowa State University delegation to Cuba in May of 2000. He was one of 14 
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representatives that traveled through the political tensions between the U.S. and Cuba to see 
Cuba's sustainable agriculture movement and to exp~ore the possibility of future collaborative 
exchanges between Iowa and Cuba. Gary found the experience profoundly affirming. He 
met Miguel Candido Cruz, the Cuban farmer you will also meet in the upcoming pages, 
whom he made a deep connection with. 
While he was in Cuba he helped me realize that farmers everywhere can share a 
common bond. Gary shared a reverence and commitment to caring for life that was evident 
in many of the farmers I met while I was in Cuba. When we talked about the example Cuba 
set for sustainable agriculture enthusiasts, Gary suggested I visit his farm upon my return to 
the states. So that's what I did. 
When I drove to Gary's house in central Iowa, it took me longer than I expected. I 
always get lost, and finding my way to Gary's farm was no different. After just one wrong 
turn it seemed that each winding dirt road kept leading me back to Highway 30-just to tease 
me-for once I crossed over the highway it became clear that the road I was on had no outlet 
for me to actually get back on the highway, 
After an hour of searching, I pulled up to a delightful farm nestled in the midst of 
Iowa's com and soybean country. Gary's small two-acre vegetable garden was an oasis of 
fertile soil and nutritious plant life among waves of genetically altered cornfields. A 
peninsula-shaped dirt drive separated a newly built trailer home from an older two-story 
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farmhouse. A barn full of beautiful horses sat down the slope toward the expansive 
cornfields. It was a hot, humid day and there was not a cloud in the sky. 
As I pulled up to the farm, Danny, a big friendly dog, greeted me with kisses and a 
wildly wagging tail. "He'll let you take him home with you if you're not careful," Gary said 
as I returned Danny's affections with a rub behind his ears. Gary led me straight to the 
kitchen where he was finishing up lunch with two visitors .. Carol and Brent were a young 
couple looking to start a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) project in southern 
Missouri. They heard about Gary's operation and called him on the chance that he'd be 
willing to spend a bit of time telling them about his work. Brent was particularly interested 
in Gary's recent experiments with mulching in order to cut out tilling and weeding. Gary said 
he'd show me the experiment after lunch, 
I joined Carol and Brent at the kitchen table as Gary explained that he has 34 
members for his CSA this year and lets each member pick and choose what vegetables they 
want. They start out the season by paying a subscription fee and then pay by the pound for 
the produce they receive each week. Gary estimated that the average family spends between 
$80 to $100 per month to be members of the CSA, He also includes a newsletter and 
personally delivers the weekly box of produce to most of his members. 
As Carol and Brent prepared to leave I looked at my surroundings. There were two 
wooden plaques hanging from the cozy kitchen walls. The one by the window displayed an 
array of bright colors in a simple village scene. It was given to the Guthrie's while they lived 
in El Salvador and its message read, "Those who are peacemakers will plant seeds of peace 
and reap a harvest of goodness." The other plaque hanging above the entryway was written in 
grammatically incorrect Creole, "Amir est un verbo actif." · Love is an active verb. 
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Freire would have agreed with that statement--mid he would have forgiven the 
mistaken grammar. He also would have respected Gary for his reverence to love, dignity, 
humanity, and harmony. Gary calls his farm "Growing Harmony Farm". If Freire were to 
describe such a concept he would say that the basis of our encounter ought to be a respect for 
the differences between us and an acknowledgment of the coherence between what I say and 
what I do (Freire 1998). 
If harmony is the theme of Gary's farm, it makes sense that his child Eric should 
resonate some of his father's characteristics. I followed a score of musical laughter into the 
living room where Eric, Gary's teenage son was wrestling with his friend Zach. The boys 
were on break from a hard day's work in the sun. Gary pays them a good wage yet has 
worked out a system where he tells them how long it should take to get a task done, and 
that's exactly how much he pays them to complete the task. If it takes them longer to get the 
job done then next time they'll work harder. Eric wore green soccer shorts and a blue T-shirt 
and the build of a natural athlete. His blonde hair was cut short and showed the highlights of 
a summer spent in the sun. He had the air of an indifferent yet earnest teenage boy as he and 
Zach headed off to the fields. 
I watched as Gary escorted Carol and Brent to the door. His son obviously had 
inherited his athletic build from Gary. Gary possessed a suitable blending of strength and 
grace that was complimented by his peaceful disposition. He wore a turquoise T-shirt that 
somehow brought out the kindness in his eyes. His moustache and glasses reminded me that 
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he was a religious man, not as nerdy as the Simpson's Ned Sanders but certainly as pure-
hearted. 
As Carol and Brent bid their farewells Gary said, 11 Good luck to you, and k~ep iJ?-
touch. You never know what can happen in this life. We might end up neighbors. A few 
years ago I couldn't have imagined in my wildest dreams that I'd be standing right here 
farming my dad's land. But I'll take these two acres over any other two acres in the world. I 
know I'm in the best place to garden here in central Iowa. I don't take this for granted. 11 Gary 
shook hands with them both and we waved as they drove off leaving a trail of dust in their 
wake. 
As we headed out to the field to weed Gary told me that encountering the hospitality 
he did upon his arrival in Cuba has made it easier to welcome young visitors like Carol and 
Brent to his farm. "I see it as my chance to repay the generosity and hospitality I found so 
touching when J.was in Cuba." Gary certainly showed generosity and hospitality beyond my 
expectations. I could tell that his farm was a social farm that welcomed all. 
We walked toward the strawberry patch beside the road and Gary yanked as many 
weeds as he could along the way without slowing his stride. "This could be how you define a 
farmer," Gary smiled as I watched him yank three weeds at once. After watching Miguel in 
action, I sensed that Gary knew what he was talking about "A farmer is someone who can't 
walk by a field without pulling some weeds. It's so nice to pull a weed and see the earth just 
crumble away." I stared at the dark, almost black earth. "Look at the soil here and then,take 
a look at the bean fields next door," Gary said with pride. "That's what I like to do when kids 
come to visit. I have them put a spade in the earth so they can see and feel the difference." 
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Miles of com and soybeans surrounded the two and a half acres that Gary has 
diversified since he began in 1997. Gary keeps two acres in almost continuous production 
throughout the growing season. This year he added another half acre to his system so he can 
rotate the crops and leave a different half-acre out of production and into pasture each-year. 
"I had a nematode problem with my carrot crop last year so this year I've planted my half-
acre that's out of production with sorghum-Sudan grass hybrid. It's supposed to solve the 
nematode problem. We'll see next year." 
Gary's two and a half acres of CSA provides fresh vegetables and fruits to 34 
families. "That's about the perfect amount of people to feed," Gary said pulling another 
weed. "I don't want to get too many customers, or too much land. So far I think I'm doing 
pretty good. They say tp.at for a new business you should give yourself five years. This is 
my third year and l'm pretty happy with where I'm at." 
Gary's dad chugged by on a lawn mower and waved. "Dad's legally blind now but he 
can still mow and garden his.own cucumbers and tomatoes. I took over these acres here in 
97 after Nancy, Eric, and I made the decision to move back home to be closer to my folks. 
· We're fortunate because although .we don't own this land, we don't have to pay rent either-
even though we've offered to," Gary said in his gentle voice. 
Both Gary and his wife Nancy have spent their share of time away from home. 
Nancy went to a Mennonite college that had a strong international component. Nancy started 
out studying medicine in Haiti but quickly realized she wanted to focus more on nutrition 
because she felt her medical work was merely Band-Aid work. Nancy later went to Bolivia · 
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with the Mennonite Central Committee program (MCC), which Gary describes as the 
Christian Peace Corps. It was through the MCC that Nat1cy and Gary met. 
They spent some time working and studying in Bolivia before Gary convinced Nancy 
to cut her term a year short to marry him. The couple wanted to experience a new culture as 
a married couple together so they ended up going to El Salvador where they were looking for 
a nutritionist and an agriculture person to help with a fertilizer loan program. Gary and 
Nancy spent three years together and had their son Eric in El Salvador before returning 
home. 
"When we came back from El Salvador we had no idea what we were going to do. 
None whatsoever. We were invited to stay at a Mennonite camp and we stayed in a trailer 
and worked at the camp on the weekends. I also worked at a seed com company called 
Northup King harvesting yield plots. This was just at the start of the Persian Gulf War and 
my coworker who was a member of the National Guard _ended up being called for active 
duty. We were just returning from the war in El Salvador so we were running the whole 
range of emotions." 
Gary and Nancy's friends through the Mennonite church set up speaking engagements 
about El Salvador all that autumn. The Guthrie family was kept busy speaking at 13 
different churches that season. "We were running on pure emotion and adrenaline. Then we 
ended up with this job at Iowa Peace Network-counseling for conscientious objectors to the 
draft, war tax resisters, as well as providing, general peace promotion, peace work, conflict 
resolution, mediation and then organizing around the Persian Gulf war. Nancy put out a 
newsletter and we sure kept busy. But we had been dividing our time between both sets of 
grandparents and Nancy's folks have a sister nearby so it made more sense to be closer to my 
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folks. Now that we live next door to my folks we actually see Nancy's folks a lot more 
because we visit them every vacation." 
Family and'community are the backbone to Gary's work and faith. He works from a 
Christian ethic and many of his CSA members share a common faith background. "They're 
not members for an economic purpose," Gary claimed. "One ofmy new members says this 
is the healthiest they've eaten in years. We're always trying·new things, new techniques, 
asking for feedback. We're really evolving so my members are connecting in a deeper, more 
holistic way." 
Some close friends of mine are members of Gary's CSA. They are not religious and 
were surprised when I informed them that Gary is. They said they were glad they hadn't 
known, because they are easily turned off by religious rhetoric and will not tolerate others 
inflicting their beliefs upon them. Gary sends a brief newsletter to his members informing 
· them of weekly changes. He doesn't write "God bless", or "thank God" or any other 
religious phrases that many people write without thinking it might be offensive to non-
believers. Gary's intention to break stereotypes, encourage dialogue, and evolve and connect 
with his community in a holistic way is evident He touched his non-Christian CSA 
members deeply by his sensitivity to their beliefs. He really does promote growing harmony. 
The weeds were thick and abundant in the last of the patch we bent over in the hot 
humid sun. It was one of the few areas Gary didn't get to with his new weeding machine, 
called a flamer. He bought a hand held propane flamer to burn up weeds, which he said 
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works quite well. Gary likes to weed through everything at least once a month. "As you can 
see, I think I'm doing pretty well. There are some a~eas I could do a little more work. The 
beets are fairly bad, but you go to other farms and you don't feel quite so bad." Gary smiled 
as he showed me his mulching experiments. 
Gary clearly likes to experiment with different techniques. "One thing I've tried this 
year is mulching a layer of a horse manure and sawdust mixture over the garden. It isn't the 
best stuff but it works pretty well. I can get all the cow manure I want from the guy who 
farms our place next door. And I can get horse manure and straw from a neighbor half a mile 
· down the road. All I have to do is clean out his stalls and I'm set. I applied lots of manure 
over the entire garden last year. This area over by the road here is in permanent mulch-I 
will not till this. I can use weedy hay or anything on this it doesn't matter. If weeds sprout 
lip I can just pull them or keep adding mulch to it. It's an experiment and I've never had 
better results. It makes me curious to find out more about mulching." 
Gary's curiosity and excitement are exactly what Freire said our educational process 
require. For Freire, "the foundation stone of the whole educational process is human 
curiosity. This is what makes me question, know, act, askagain, recognize," (Freire 1998). 
· · Gary recognizes when his experiments work out. 
"This broccoli has been tremendous. I don't know if it's specifically because of the 
mulch, everything's doing pretty well this year but I'm pretty happy with it It's a lot of work 
to get established and I have to use a pick-ax to get through and open up some of the mulch 
so I can transplant into it but at least for part of the garden it's kind of nice to have it. And 
once I transplant into it that's all the work I have•to do. No weeding, absolutely no weeding. 
There's some in the rows of asparagus but nowhere near what I would otherwise have to do. 
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O.K. Let's take a break from this heat, and I'll make you my version of the Cuban mojito." 
The Cuban mojito contains rum, sugar, fresh mint, lime juice, and sparkling water. It was 
my absolute favorite drink aside from the super sweet coffee I drank prolifically while I was 
in Cuba. I was eager to try Gary's adaptation. 
On our way inside we encountered Eric and his friend Zach. "Dad, Zach's not feeling 
well," Eric said picking up his shovel and following the two inside. "Gee Kevin, seems like 
you haven't been doing too well these days," Gary said as he opened the screen door and took 
off his muddy shoes. "Maybe you're allergic to gardening." Eric laughed back, "Yeah dad, 
and I'm allergic to you." Gary chuckled at.his son's remark and said he wasn't surprised. 
Most sons are allergic to their dads when they're teenagers. 
The boys played in the living room while Gary blended together fresh mint, ice and 
lemonade from concentrate. We were a hot, dirty, and sweaty group and we gratefully 
gulped down the Guthrie· mojito. Gary checked his phone messages and jotted down 
information from a group of friends of his asking him to write a letter in support for a 
6ommunity grocery store for downtown, Des Moines. 
Gary described the predicament, "The City Council hasn't.been supportive of this 
initiative to get a community market for local products, so a group called 1000 Friends of 
Iowa are trying to drum up support for it. The problem is they want local grown foods as an 
option but it is located in the inner city and folks want good food at low prices. There's 
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already so many Osco Drugs in Des Moines its phenomenal. I can't compete with their 
prices, but I can compete with their quality. The consum~:r can't have it both ways." 
A Thousand Friends of Iowa was founded by La Von Griff eon-the farmer I 
mentioned previously who gives tours to c_hildren that think pigs hatch from eggs. Aside 
from being a sharp critic of what she sees happening around her, La Von is active in doing the 
things she thinks need doing. Her rationale for supporting the project Gary described is that 
if inner cities can regain their vitality this should generate less pressure for cities to expand 
into the countryside. 
"You know, I saw in Cuba an ethic of the common good for all. Gosh, where do you 
see that here anymore? There certainly are-a lot of people working on that here but I don't 
know," Gary paused while reflecting on his recent experiences. "I was talking with a 
neighbor and you know the easy and cheap thing .to do is use Roundup-Ready™ on 
·everything. With prices the way they are what else are yoµ going to do? Ifl were in their 
shoes I'd probably have to do the same-because the multinational corporations don't leave 
you with much choice." 
"Roundup™" ( a ti;-ademark of Monsanto) is the name of an herbicide that is popular 
because it is very effective in killing any plant it touches. While this is good when Roundup 
touches a weed, it is obviously bad if it touches a crop plant. So, farmers had to be careful 
when applying Roundup in order to prevent damage to crops. Monsanto developed versions 
of soybean and com that are resistant to Roundup (these are called "Roundup-Ready™ 
crops", another Monsanto mark), thereby enabling farmers.to be unconcerned with the lack 
of "selectivity" of their herbicide, and allowing them (farmers) to simply spray the entire 
crop canopy and kill everything but the crop. This has been passed off as technological 
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advancement, however it is an example of"dumbing-down" farming (anyone can spray the 
whole crop, it takes very little skill), so it devalues the contribution of farmers to farming, 
thereby justifying those who argue that fewer farmers are needed. 
"In Cuba, they don't have to answer to anyone when it comes to planting and 
harvesting-except for quotas which meet the needs of everybody. When you have such a 
different experience like that when visiting Cuba it gives you a paradigm to contrast your 
reality with. It raises an awareness of the power multinational corporations have over us 
here. It helps you see what cheap food really means. I spoke with a Czech friend before the 
fall of the Soviet Bloc and he told me something that stuck with me. He said, 'We know 
they're giving us propaganda. The problem is you all don't."' 
We all gulped down the last ice cubes of our mojitos and headed outside to get back 
to work Gary sent the boys off to weed the carrots and he and I headed off to the cornfields 
to harvest some cobs for dinner and set some traps for the raccoons. "I'm marinating a leg of 
lamb we bought from a friend and we'll roast that up tonight with some potatoes, garlic, 
carrots, onions from the garden. Then we'll also have fresh salad from the garden and we'll 
try some of our new corn. My first variety of sweet corn I had 3 rows 200 yards long. About 
nine dozen is all the sweet corn I got out of it due to the raccoons. That variety isn't a very 
good variety anyway. This next variety is everybody's favorite so I'm hoping I got all the 
coons for this harvest." 
Gary mentioned that he attended the Michael Fields Institute Organic Workshop in 
February. He was impressed with their approach to crop rotation. "They were talking about 
how its one thing to have manure but its another thing to have the plant and soil community 
live around the roots. The more roots you have the healthier your soil community. The more 
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fibrous roots that you have the more microrizi, healthy bacteria and more nutrition available 
to you. 
"When you rotate into that there's more nutrients available to the plants and that's 
where you really get the kick. Some of these guys at the workshop talked about rotating their 
heavy, medium and light feeders in a methodological system. Light feeders are vegetables 
like carrots and lettuce. I still have to look at my system right now, I haven't been 
· methodical about my rotation and if I want to become certified I need to start doing that 
anyway but it's easier for me to think this is my summer garden this is my spring, and fall." 
As he talked with his back bent toward the earth two songbirds carried their melodies 
across the fields from trees by the barn. "I don't know how I want to manage the heavy, 
medium, and light feeders yet. But what I like with this system is they only apply the manure 
to one part of the garden, you see? I appreciated this balanced approach. I fan be more open 
to that because it makes sense." 
Gary has the patience and holistic outlook of a visionary. His peaceful and 
harmonious methods for working and learning sent a quiet calm deep inside of me. He 
continued laboring and explaining the particulars of his work. "Right now I apply a lot of 
manure all over the garden and I'd like to be able to say I'm only going to apply manure 
here-but I need to figure that out still. I don't compost in any major way. My composting is 
basically my mulch. At some point in time I'd like to compost but that's a couple years down 
the road. I don't have the machinery or materials right now." 
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Gary paid attention to Miguel's system when touring the farm in Cuba. Gary seemed 
capable of being a student and a teacher at the same time while he explained his system to me 
and shared his lessons as he went along. I kept noticing how much his philosophies 
resembled those of Freire and Marti, so I asked him about his views on education and 
agriculture. · "Incorporating education into this work is a benefit to me because organic 
agriculture essentially is about relationships. The soil community we talk about is directly 
· related to the human community. I'm-working with the Nevada school system, Field to 
. Family; and I have field groups out to the farm. It seems like the-natural thing to do. Also, 
the United Church of Christ has a work project and just sent ten students out to help me 
finish the garlic harvest and a bit of weeding. I could have had them do more that day but I 
didn't want to push it too far. II 
Gary was planning to host 15 Costa Rican students for a tour of the farm in August. 
After his visit to Cuba he wanted to make sure these students come out here and really 
experience it just like he did in Cuba. "I don't want them to just come and see an organic 
farm and leave. They'll have their first farm visit in Iowa in Spanish with me. I hope to 
show them my Cuban slides so lean say, this is possible!! I'll also host an intern from 
- Thailand this August. That is through ISU's International Agriculture programs. It's a good 
arrangement. The work dwindles down by the time she arrives in August, but that way I'm 
not exploiting her labor and we can have more family time together. When I have students 
visit my farm it's wonderful because I am able to see and know.that what I'm doing is what I 
really want to be doing more than ever before. I think it's the first year that my business is 
going right I have good members and that community is my security. Now I can just relax a 
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little bit and focus on growing good vegetables. Even though it was really dry at the 
beginning of the year because I was mulching I got by all right." 
It was clear that Gary was speaking the truth when he said he hasn't been nearly as 
stressed out this year. The weeds weren't as bad and it seemed like he was getting his system 
down and feeling more comfortable with it. "I may be working a few hours more but I'm 
enjoying it a lot more and that really helps all the way around." 
Because of the decisions they've made they plan to stay rooted in this oasis for quite 
· a while. Now Nancy is working at the study abroad center at ISU and is responsible for a 
small program in Mexico. "It seems like the real work that needs to be done for us right now 
in our lives is being rooted. It makes more sense for us to be here." 
Gary's experiences in other parts of Latin America made his impression of Cuba that 
much wore impressive. In Cuba, the farmers he met were sustainable, revolutionary farmers. 
Gary felt solidarity with his Cuban brothers on that issue because he sees Jesus as a 
revolutionary. "What sustains me is connecting spiritually with the garden as well as with 
the members and the community. In a way I'm affirming what the Cuban people are doing 
for the common good. And I've always been one to try to break down stereotypes. 1' 
I joined Gary, his wife Nancy, and their son Eric for a delicious gourmet dinner of 
lamb and fresh carrots, onions, garlic, lettuce, and com that evening. The food was · 
extraordinarily tasty and I got extreme satisfaction in the knowledge that all of it was 
produced and prepared by Gary. When I complimented his cooking he laughed and said, 
"Someone recently asked me what I assume few women are ever asked. They wanted to 
know what I do with my free time in the winter. Well, I said, I get more time to spend with 
family, to do things around the house, to creatively cook." 
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Gary's father, mother, and sister joined.us for strawberry rhubarb pie after the meal. 
Gary baked the pie, and is famous for his skill and inventiveness when creating new flavors. 
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He asked if I want a normal size or a Guthrie size slice of pie. It seems that in the Guthrie 
family, there is no such thing as leftover pie. I opted for a normal sized slice, though after 
· the first bite I knew I'd be asking for more. We spent the evening reminiscing about the 
characters that stayed with the Guthrie family as Gary and his sister grew up. 
. Gary's dad was a distinguished professor in plant pathology at Iowa State University 
and always had international students work and stay with him. Gary's dad laughed about one 
form.er student who was a member of the Sikh. Sikh refers to males of this religious group 
from India's Punjab region who believe they should never cut their hair anq. who wear in 
rolled up within a turban. Gary's dad thought the man would be offended when the barber 
asked him if he wanted a haircut. "He got the biggest kick out of that! __ You know they never 
cut their hair. It's their gateway to their spirituality. Oh, and later in his visit some students 
· asked him to show them how he put his turban on .. I was sure he'd be offended but he really 
thought it was funny. He was a good sport." 
The strangest character the Guthries hosted was from New York. He wrote them 
when he returned home and said they all had attitudes out there. The Guthries gently 
reminded him that he had a similar attitude when he first arrived at their house. Gary and his 
sister agreed that having so much contact with such divers1; people fueled their passions to 
travel. Gary's sister said, "I grew up thinking foreigners were delightful people so of course I 
wanted to travel and meet more of them." She is now married to a Lebanese and lives in 
Dallas. 
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After the pie, Gary showed us all his slides from Cuba. The first slide Gary paused 
and informed his sister that unlike the usual Guthrie slideshow, this one would be a bit more 
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diverse than just focusing on cornfields like the ones their dad always showed. "Look kids, 
here's a cornfield in Sudan. And pay attention, here's another in China," Gary joked as his 
sister cheered him on. 
While he reminisced about his Cuba experiences I realized that Gary's presence in 
Cuba was not only meaningful for him, it was also affirming for me. His good hands 
continue to plant new seeds of hope in the land, with the children, and in the community. He 
has an abundance of spirit. He has the spirit of a farmer. 
Gary's reverence for faith, community, farming and family were heightened by his 
visit to Cuba. He carries something with him inside now that he shares at every opportunity. 
After one particularly inspirational encounter with a farrnei: in Cuba, Gary wrote a poem 
about the spirit of a farmer that he recognized in many of his new Cuban colleagues, In his 
gentle, reverent, spirited voice, Gary.recited the poem for out Cuban hosts. His harmonious 
growth is clearly a testament to the spirit of the farmer. . · 
El Espiritu del Agricultor 
El Espiritu del Agricultor 
viene de las raices del esplendor 
De los milagros que cuando las semillas nazcan 
hasta las frutas cuando las cosechan 
El Espiritu comienca a volar 
con las brisas que calma el sudor. 
Ay, el Espiritu del agricultor 
conozca la profundidad del amor de su tierra 
No es duefi.a de ella 
por que sabe que volvera a serla 
La cuida con carifi.o 
por ser artista de la vista 
El Espiritu del Agricultor 
da comida a lo que no tenga 
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por la experiencia en la balance entre la vida y la muerte. 
El sangre corre del trabajo fuerte y laboroso 
pero por ella su corazon es grande y generoso 
Ame El Espiritu del agricultor y 
j amas conozca el hambriento del alma 
Si tenga sed por la vida 
que venga al pozo del agricultor 
y beber de su vida 
Cuando toma agua de esta vida 
no se vaya con vida vacia. 
The Farmer's Spirit 
The Spirit of the farmer 
comes.from the roots of splendor 
From the miracles when the seeds germinate 
until the fruits. are harvested 
The Spirit begins to soar 
With the breezed that calm her sweat 
Ay, the Spirit of the farmer 
knows.well the depths of love for her earth 
She is not her owner 
Because she knows she will become the earth herself. 
She takes care of her with love 
because she in an artist of the panorama 
The Spirit of the farmer 
gives food to the one who has none 
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for the experiences of knowing the balance between life and death 
The blood flows from the hard and difficult work 
but for that her heart is big and generous 
Love the farmer's spirit 
and you will never know hunger of the soul 
If you are thirsty for life 
come to the farmer's well 
and drink from his life 
When you drink water from this life 
you will never leave with and empty soul. 
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CHAPTER6 
UNLOCKING THE DOOR 
"It is not technical methods but the association of 
man and his tools which transforms a society. " 
Octavio Paz 
"We must make every man a torch. For we are 
proposing, therefore, nothing less than a new religion with 
its new priests!" Jose Marti 
The abounding differences between Iowa and C_uba make one wonder how I ever 
conceived a connection between the two. The truth is, I don't see a strong connection 
between the two. The purpose of examining the agricultural transformations of both Cuba 
and Iowa in this thesis is to recognize that these differences do not have to predetermine the 
fate of a farmer. 
Gary Guthrie and family are not like most Iowa farm families. Their fate is not 
inextricably linked to corporate control--as is the case with many of Gary's neighbors. And 
Miguel Candido Cruz and family are not like most Cuban farm families. The Special Period 
that devastated much of the population did little to affect his diet, his home, or his livelihood. 
While the small farmer was once the centerpiece of U.S. society as he shaped the 
expansion into the Midwestern prairie; today large corporate entities represent the current 
and future status of agricultural production. Corporate policies now reflect what our country 
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has embraced and what it measures in terms of success. Larger, faster, more mechanical, less 
human. 
Cuba, on the other hand, had little choice but to explore alternatives in agriculture. 
Due to the scarcity of resources magnified by the Special Period, Cuba stepped on the path 
toward self-sufficiency. Despite its history of exploitation and domination of its land and 
people, Cuba has resisted and revolted against the imperialistic forces driving U.S. 
agriculture. Cuba has resisted the corporate takeover of its agriculture base and instead has 
prioritized providing food for all its citizens. 
The social and political influences that have predominated in each country are 
embodied in the structure of each agricultural system. In the U.S. farmers can produce 
agricultural products to no end. In fact, farmers produce to the point of waste. In the 
capitalist corporate approach to agribusiness scarcity creates value. This is the trend of U.S. 
agriculture today. 
In contrast, Cuba's scarcity created the necessity to become self-sustainable. In Cuba 
the approach is to control productivity by nurturing farmers like Miguel. Include the 
population, put gardens on every block, promote patio gardens, get the elderly and the youth 
. involved so that every member of each community is contributing to their own self-
sufficiency. 
In the stories of Gary and Miguel the blatant differences between the systems they 
work within are not nearly as intriguing as the striking similarities in each individual. 
Despite the different approaches toward agriculture that divide their countries, Gary and 
Miguel have ended up in similar places. Both Gary and Miguel have a love of and an 
appreciation for sustainable gardening. Not only do they have green thumbs, they have good 
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hands, which nurture a holistic approach to agriculture. They each recognize and articulate 
the spirit of a farmer. Community and family are the roots_ of their existences. 
Both capitalist and socialist agricultural structures have presented similar doors for 
these two men to open. Their good hands have carried the keys from their farming families 
and have innovated and created their own oasis in relationship to the work that they do. They 
each feel chosen and special because they know that their work really matters. Their work is 
satisfying regardless of the economic returns. They are satisfied in the knowledge that they 
are contributing to their communities, thriving with their families, sustaining the land for 
future generations. · 
They share a commitment to simple yet effective approaches that embody organic, 
natural, less invasive and more holistic approaches to agriculture, Their brotherhood is 
communicated through their tender care for the earth. They were born of different societies 
and systems but they share the same mother. Despite all the manmade obstacles constructed 
to divide them, the spirits of these farmers transcend all borders. 
Che Guevarra once said his dreams of the ideal man did not have borders. These men 
have broken down their own borders by outshining their differences and sharing their spirits. 
They have gone against the grain and this is exactly what sustains them. They each continue 
to sow the seeds of hope by remaining true to their spirits. 
In the tradition of sowing the seeds of hope, I set forth to establish the ISU/Cuba 
exchange program that is still in its infancy. Regardless of the outcome, I have found the 
process profoundly satisfying and surprisingly rewarding. Much like the spirit of a farmer 
Gary and Miguel articulated I came to recognize that regardless of the outcome, the process 
itself was the true prize. I also gained a respect for farmers that Jose Marti also recognized 
81 
when he said that farmers represent the most valuable, healthful, and red-blooded segment of 
the population (Marti 1998). 
Despite the barriers between our countries, we are connected-these two farmers 
have shown us that. Paolo Freire said we are at once the same and different. It is our 
differences between us that enable us to engage in dialogue. But dialogue is not where it 
ends. 
The conversation we engage in is far more important than the decision we come to. I 
want to partake in that conversation. I suggest we open our hearts and our minds to each 
other and continue to pursue reciprocal and respectful exchanges. It is time to open the door 
to dialogue, to dreams, and to love. 
A Cuban roadside political slogan states that Che's dreams will not have borders. 
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APPENDIX A. PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS 
Food First (The Institute for Food and Development Policy) is an organization based 
out of San Jose, California that does work in Cuba. They helped us a great deal in our efforts 
to establish our exchange program. They also publish a great body of literature on food 
issues in Cuba and around the globe. Visit them on the web at www.foodfirst.org. 
Global Exchange arranges customized "reality tours ' of Cuba for interested parties. The 
future ISU/Cuba exchange program set to sail this May for a three week course on 
sustainable development will be organized through Global Exchange. Visit them at 
www.globalexchange.org. 
Fundacion de la Natureleza y El Hombre (Foundation for Nature and Man) is a 
multidisciplinary organization with an ecological focus . They work to promote an ecological 
consciousness of Cuba through education and neighborhood projects. The Fundaci6n works 
closley with the Australian "Green Team", which carries out Havana's Permaculture Project 
and publishes an ecology magazine Se Puede (You Can Do It). 
ACT AF (Associacion Cubana de Tecnicos Agricolas y Foresttiles) is the extension 
body of Cuban agriculture. The group consists of agricultural researchers, producers, 
activists who promote organic research and production~ and extension agents serving Cuba~s 
urban agriculture movement. ACT AF has recently undergone structural changes, which 
moved them to postpone their annual international organic agriculture conference our ISU 
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group initially intended to attend. They hosted our group while in Cuba and continue to 
provide extensive services for Cuban farmers and visitors ~nterested in exploring Cuba's 
alternative agriculture. They publish a quarterly journal, Agricultura Organica. They can be 
contacted through Food First in the United States. 
Practical Farmers of Iowa members Gary Guthrie:, Michael Bell, Sue Jarnigan, and Rick 
Exner were all delegates in the initial ISU/Cuba exchanges. Practical Farmers of Iowa (PFI) 
is a non-profit organization dedicated to "farmers helping farmers make better decisions." 
The organization's mission is to promote farming systems that are profitable, ecologically 
sound, and good for families and communities. Rick Exner is an extension agent working for 
ISU and PFI and he works throughout Iowa with farmers. There is potential to create future 
partnerships with individuals or groups of individuals within this organization. Visit them at 
www.pfi.iastate.edu. 
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APPENDIX B: PICTURES OF MIGUEL AND GARY 
Miguel lists the varieties of sunflowers he has interplanted in his fields. 
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Ana attends to ten tiny chicks. Miguel says for every 12 eggs they get 10 chicks. 
Miguel has won awards for the size and weight of his produce. 
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Miguel explains how yellow flowers attract bees for pollination. 
.87 
The Cruz family: Ana, Michael, Miguel, and Mercedes. Photo courtesy of Rick Exner. 
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Gary and Nancy Guthrie share homemade ice-cream and fresh, organic berries from the 
farm with friends, neighbors, and fellow farmers. Photo courtesy of Rick Exner. 
89 
Gary and Miguel compare notes about their carrots. Photo courtesy of Rick Exner. 
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